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ABSTRACT 
 Women’s fight for the franchise in both America and England in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was accompanied by scrutiny of women’s 
relationship to the State by those with varying perspectives on the suffrage battle.  In the 
industrial, post-agricultural age, motherhood defined a woman’s place in western society, 
as well as her rights under and service to the State; if the normative role of the male 
citizen was the soldier, the normative role for women was the mother.  Yet for all of the 
ways an embrace of maternalism limited women’s access to the public realm, it also laid 
the groundwork for the women’s movement, and motherhood was often seen as a route to 
citizenship by those on both sides of the suffrage battle.  As women began to re-imagine 
themselves as enfranchised citizens, many social theorists, politicians, and novelists 
continued to debate the rights and roles of women across the body of the mother; thinkers 
as varied as Theodore Roosevelt, H. G. Wells, and Emma Goldman all wrote tracts about 
motherhood and the future of the nation.  Rather than entering the old debates on the 
value or liability of maternalism for feminism, my dissertation will argue that the 
modernist period introduced a new and still-overlooked figure: the anarchic mother.  In 
	  	   viii	  
their essays and novels, Goldman, Rebecca West, John Galsworthy, and Virginia Woolf 
turned away from the emblem of the Republican Mother and toward a radical new figure.  
Rather than sacrificing her individual needs to the Republic, the anarchic mother’s 
individual pursuit of liberty challenged the authority of the State and its cultural 
institutions.  An important group of modernist novels and essays employs the figure of 
the mother to represent not tradition and unity but rebellion, separatism, abstention, or 
statelessness.  This undertheorized figure in modernist and feminist thought clarifies 
Virginia Woolf’s call, in Three Guineas, for allegiance to no country.  If Woolf and many 
other artists were ambivalent as they linked motherhood and anarchy, contemporary 
feminists inherited both the possibilities and contradictions of the anarchic mother as they 
reexamine women’s relationship to citizenship in the 21st century. 
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INTRODUCTION 
I. Overview 
 
 It sounds like the set up for an academic riddle: What do Emma Goldman, John 
Galsworthy, Rebecca West, and Virginia Woolf have in common?  Goldman, the most 
well-known anarchist of the 20th century, was a Lithuanian-born American activist and 
author; John Galsworthy, an English novelist and playwright enormously popular in his 
own time, wrote novels that were seen as representative of a class and a value-system 
acutely and distinctly Victorian and Edwardian (and, by Virginia Woolf, as aridly male); 
Rebecca West was a writer mostly known for her incisive and illuminating works that 
blend political science and literature, but whose novels sometimes fit uneasily in the 
modernist canon; and Virginia Woolf was an author and thinker whose contributions to 
modernism have long been recognized as foundational but whose identity as a feminist is 
still debated.  As politically and aesthetically far apart as these authors appear to be, I will 
show the ways in which these four figures make up a network of authors within the 
modernist period who were all thinking, writing, and reflecting on one another’s works, 
philosophical anarchism, and the limitations of feminism.  In this dissertation, I will show 
that all of these authors rejected first-wave feminism’s limited focus on suffrage and, to 
address the deeper issues of women’s relationship to the State, explored possibilities 
offered by a position I call philosophical anarchism and by a figure I call the anarchist 
mother.  I argue that, just as the State conceived of a woman's service to it through the 
figure of the mother, so do these modernist writers reconfigure a woman's relation to the 
State through the figure of an anarchic mother.  The study of this modernist network 
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allows us to think about the ways modernism, feminism, and anarchism influenced one 
another in the early twentieth century, and to discuss the ways in which feminism still has 
not fully engaged the problem of women’s relationship to the State. 
 The connections among all of these authors are various, numerous, and direct. 
While these authors (save for West and Goldman, and in some ways West and Woolf) did 
not work together,1 per se, all of these authors were, first and foremost, directly writing, 
thinking about, classifying, and responding to one another.  Goldman was friends with 
Rebecca West, and wrote and lectured frequently on the work of John Galsworthy, whose 
plays she touted as examples of anarchist literature; Rebecca West wrote the introduction 
for Emma Goldman’s memoir My Disillusionment in Russia and organized lecture tours 
for her in England, wrote numerous thoughtful essays about John Galsworthy, and 
regularly corresponded with, wrote about, and developed a somewhat sharp-edged 
friendship with Virginia Woolf; and Virginia Woolf invokes both West and Galsworthy 
in the pages of A Room of One’s Own, in her published essays, and throughout her 
diaries, acknowledging and wrestling with both of their influences on her as a writer and 
a thinker.  Galsworthy himself obliquely acknowledged West and Woolf’s evaluation of 
his art in both his essays and in late novels, which engage matters of aesthetic debate 
(particularly the tension between the “Edwardians” and the “Georgians” as framed by 
Woolf).  In thinking about and responding to one another, these authors were also 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Bonnie Kime Scott, in her new anthology Gender in Modernism (2007), urges scholars to 
become aware of networks of authors who “may or may not have worked together in life… 
[thereby] facilitating a re-examination of the history of modernist texts” (14).   
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developing their own theories of narrative, aesthetics, and possible uses of art as a vehicle 
for political engagement.    
 Furthermore, all of these authors felt in some ways outside of their own social, 
economic, political, or artistic niches, and in response developed philosophical stances 
that overrun and challenge the boundaries of these aesthetic or political affiliations. 
Goldman bemoaned the ways in which anarchism did not more directly consider the 
specific possibilities and challenges faced by women, and was in turn rejected by 
feminists and anarchists alike;2 Galsworthy felt out of place in and contemptuous of his 
social class, and used his plays and novels as a way both to challenge the assumptions 
underlying class privilege and to undermine and overturn English law; West’s own 
deeply iconoclastic individualism put her at odds with nearly everyone at one point or 
another, be they feminists who looked askance at her unconventional private life or 
thinkers on the left who felt betrayed by her early denunciation of communism; and 
Woolf, especially toward the end of her life, felt nowhere at home intellectually, finding 
that her friends who were similarly anti-fascist scoffed at her feminist interpretation of 
the links between patriarchy and fascism, and found her feminist friends largely opposed 
to her urgent pacifism.  All of these authors created philosophies and fiction that 
attempted to challenge social convention and state power at a deeper, more basic, 
fundamental level, and developed challenges that should be understood as anarchist in 
their scope.  I will show the ways in which anarchism was not simply incidental to their 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Alexander Berkman, Goldman’s closest anarchist compatriot, admonished her in an unpublished 
letter from 1912, “But you should have been [an] Anarchist first.” 	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works, but essential to them in that only anarchism’s broad and deep focus on the State 
could bring together the various skeins of revolutionary thought in their social and 
aesthetic philosophies.  If we understand their works as expressing a type of 
philosophical anarchism, we can more clearly appreciate both the scope and depth of 
their challenge to oppressive states.  
 Goldman, Galsworthy, West, and Woolf all develop anarchic challenges to the 
State both as a way to express their own otherwise idiosyncratic radicalism, and as a way 
to address and respond to the limitations of first-wave feminism.  All of these authors 
supported the overall aims of feminism and made this a central aspect of their work, but 
were reluctant feminists.  Most obviously, Goldman famously called women’s suffrage a 
“tragedy” and Woolf deemed “feminism” one of the words she had to destroy in Three 
Guineas.  But West and Galsworthy also expressed deep-seated ambivalence about 
suffrage-oriented feminism because it was, to both, far too limited in its scope and 
demands.  West was the most active of the four in first-wave feminist movements, 
writing for publications such as The Freewoman and Time and Tide, working alongside 
the Pankhursts and Dora Marsden, and finding herself the target of and the witness to acts 
of violence perpetrated against suffragists.  Yet even West repeatedly and vocally 
criticized suffrage’s limited and limiting focus on the vote, and accused the feminist 
movement of paying insufficient attention to matters of women’s sexual freedom and 
economic realities.  Despite her fervent involvement in feminist causes, West clearly 
“disliked the constrictions implicit in concentration on a single purpose, working to win 
the vote” (Marcus 7).  This ambivalence can be appreciated in these authors’ depictions 
	  	  
5	  
of suffrage within their novels.  The three novelists in this network all create suffragist 
characters, yet these characters are seldom particularly victorious, admirable, or 
successful; often, indeed, they are portrayed as tepid and narrow in their demands (think 
of Rebecca West gently satirizing Ellen’s suffragism in The Judge, or suffragist June 
Forsyte in The Forsyte Saga, whose ardent political commitments seem small next to 
Irene’s complete iconoclasm).   
 Catharine MacKinnon famously declared in 1989 that “feminism has no theory of 
the state,” yet all of these authors develop a stance of philosophical anarchism that makes 
possible a thorough examination of women’s relationship to the state and its cultural 
institutions (157).  MacKinnon’s Toward a Feminist Theory of the State argues that “to 
seek sexual equality without political transformation is to seek equality under conditions 
of inequality…. [I]t is acknowledged that the state is capitalist; it is not acknowledged 
that it is male” (154, 215). For the authors discussed in this dissertation, only anarchism’s 
challenge to the State in toto reveals both its underlying structures of inequality and its 
grounding in patriarchal assumptions.  Perhaps, instead of a feminist theory of the state, 
only a feminist theory of no state can illuminate the otherwise invisible structures of state 
coercion and power.  
 The final component of my argument examines the surprising figure through 
which these authors express their anarchic challenge to the State: the anarchist mother.  
These authors use the anarchist mother first to explore the extent of State control over 
women’s lives and then to explode these demands.  Scholars like Tina Chanter outline the 
ways in which mothers “have often been required to play the roles of repositories of all 
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that is ostensibly good, pure, and sacrosanct about a particular nationalist culture” (50).  
In this way, women in general and mothers in particular are commandeered “to be 
representatives of the spiritual nation, confining them to the hearth and home that was 
conventionally the domain of women” (50).  Nira Yuval-David and Floya Anthias outline 
the ways in which motherhood is constructed to serve the needs of the patriarchal state, 
all of which depend on women’s roles as reproducers of bodies, culture, and values of 
the nation (see Chrisman 190).  As such, motherhood becomes a role that is defined and 
policed by the state and various institutional embodiments of state power.  As Jennifer A. 
Reich argues, the state is not neutral when it comes to sex roles; instead, the state 
“discipline[s] motherhood… [and] normalize[s] meanings of motherhood” (66).  Yet, as I 
argue, if the mother is the figure on which all institutions converge, then she is also the 
figure who can, once endowed with the power not of perpetuation but of refusal, destroy 
and undermine the very structure of the patriarchal state.  All of the authors in this study 
mine the mother’s subversive potential, in related but various iterations, all of them 
anarchic: from Emma Goldman’s free mother, to Rebecca West’s unwed mother, to John 
Galsworthy’s anti-property mother, to Virginia Woolf’s anti-fascist mother.  The mother, 
in these authors’ texts, illustrates the ways in which feminism did not ask enough for 
women in the quest for suffrage and exposes the ways in which today’s feminism has 
failed to challenge fully the cultural embodiments of patriarchy.  Ultimately, these 
authors, through their essays and fiction, develop the type of transformative theory of the 
state that MacKinnon calls for, and in so doing illustrate what a feminist theory of the 
state must engage and address.  
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II. Why Modernism? 
 A study such as this one must first justify its inclusion of authors who have 
typically been understood outside of the bounds of modernism.  Both John Galsworthy 
and Emma Goldman are seldom, if ever, discussed within the field, and Rebecca West 
occupies a fairly marginal relationship to the aesthetic traditions of modernism.  While I 
very specifically position each author in relation to both anarchism and modernism in 
each chapter, I would first like to situate my study as a whole within the current practices 
of New Modernist Studies.   
 One of the aims of New Modernist Studies is to recuperate authors who were 
writing during the modernist era, yet who have traditionally been understood as existing 
outside of modernist practices.  In this way, New Modernist Studies challenges the 
almost-total emphasis on aesthetic practice that has typically been used to define 
modernist literature, and expands this definition to include works that participate in 
modernism’s radical engagements through content rather than form.  In other words, 
novels’ lack of formal experimentalism and fragmentation no longer necessarily excludes 
them from consideration under the aegis of modernism.  Douglas Mao and Rebecca 
Walkowitz, in Bad Modernisms (2006), make perhaps the strongest case for expanding 
the definition of modernism, and argue that the importance of New Modernist Studies lies 
in its willingness to “[reconsider] the definitions, locations, and producers of 
‘modernism’” and to apply “new approaches and methodologies to ‘modernist works’” 
(1).  My study participates mostly in the former effort—West, Galsworthy, and Goldman 
are “bad modernists” in that they do not fit into the traditional definitions of modernism 
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that depend on stylistic innovation as their distinguishing feature—but also in the latter 
effort in the approach I take to Woolf’s philosophy and fiction in my final chapter.      
 Mao and Walkowitz encourage an opening-up of the term modernism, yet attempt 
to maintain its coherence as a term by continuing to emphasize voices in literature that 
are in some way radical.  As they write in their introduction, “On the side of approaches, 
the new modernist studies has moved toward a pluralism or fusion of theoretical 
commitments, as well as a heightened attention to continuities and intersections across 
the boundaries of artistic media, to collaborations and influences across national and 
linguistic borders, and (especially) to the relationship between individual works of art and 
the larger cultures in which they emerged” (2).  This includes “treatments of popular and 
political works alongside aesthetic treatises and canonical novels” (2).  Scott, in Gender 
in Modernism, embraces the possibilities of this expanded sense of modernism, including 
in her anthology a section on “Modernist/Feminist Activism” as a way to situate 
specifically feminist works within the scope of modernism.  Within this section, she 
endeavors to “[recover] alternative sites and stories of modernist publication, with their 
accompanying aesthetic and political principles” (15).  Furthermore, she also makes an 
effort to include voices from what she calls modernism’s “missing era,” 1880-1910, and 
concentrates on the ways in which these works anticipate many of modernism’s radical 
challenges to authority.  Although Scott does not include Goldman or Galsworthy in her 
anthology, she certainly has helped clear a space for my consideration of these authors in 
a study of modernism.  In my chapters, I will be examining these authors’ more 
polemical writings alongside their fiction as a way to reveal the ways in which their 
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social and philosophical commitments informed and shaped their aesthetic practices.  An 
awareness of these authors’ “popular and political works” also helps to reveal other ways 
in which their radical commitments extended into their lives.  For instance, all of these 
authors wrote politically-engaged essays for broader public consumption, yet three of the 
four also founded or edited journals or imprints specifically designed to give themselves 
and others greater freedom of expression, both political and artistic (Goldman’s magazine 
Mother Earth, West’s editorship of The Freewoman, and Woolf’s Hogarth Press).  These 
authors not only contributed to but also helped create and direct radical discourse in the 
modernist era.  
Anarchism and/in Modernism 
Several scholars cite anarchy as a subterranean but influential philosophical, 
sexual, and aesthetic stance in the modernist era, yet they tend either to understate 
anarchism’s specific intellectual legacy or to overlook its unique political possibilities for 
women.  Elaine Showalter, in Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle 
(1990), uses the term “anarchy” in a very general sense (in her usage, “anarchy” is 
synonymous with “chaos”), and does not attend to its specific political definitions or 
implications.  The subtitle of Showalter’s study more accurately indicates the focus of her 
project: in her book, she catalogues the proliferation of shifting and expanding sexual 
archetypes at the turn of the century and examines the ways in which these archetypes 
reflect cultural and sexual desires and anxieties.  Showalter points to the 1880s and 1890s 
as a time “when all the laws that governed sexual identity and behavior seemed to be 
breaking down” and when both “‘gender and country were put in doubt’” (3).  Showalter 
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examines the anarchic potential of types labeled sexually deviant and argues that the 
intervening 100 years have done little to change their status as cultural and national 
threats.  In her chapters on women, Showalter examines the femme sole, the unmarried 
woman, and shows the ways in which Western culture vilified her in order to douse her 
incendiary anarchic potential.  Showalter also illustrates the ways in which the 
imaginative and social construction of the New Woman fails to envision a corresponding 
new relationship to the State for women.  She observes, “[T]he women’s utopias are 
egalitarian and much more concerned with practical matters… than with anarchy, revolt, 
or matriarchal rule.”   Showalter argues that in some ways, the fictions concerning New 
Women simply reproduce the same philosophy of difference that perpetuated separate 
spheres.  Indeed, the works I study do what Showalter’s do not: they re-envision rather 
than reproduce institutions like the family, the state, and, of course, motherhood, and an 
anarchically-inflected philosophy allows these authors to do so.  I will examine the ways 
in which a perspective inspired by anarchy allowed women room to challenge the 
foundations of the State.  All of the authors in this study saw in the fight for suffrage, the 
advent of the world wars, and the emergence of modernism a unique opportunity to 
unsettle the hierarchies of the past, and counter the patriarchal state with the anarchic 
maternal. 
David Weir, in Anarchy and Culture: The Aesthetic Politics of Modernism (1997), 
begins his study by addressing the limits of anarchy, and the ideologically incendiary 
implications of that term.  Weir writes, “There is no question that the ideology of 
anarchism failed to survive in political form.  With the isolated and important example of 
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Spain, no European nation was capable of nurturing anarchism after World War I” (4).  
But what Weir suggests is that, when anarchists found themselves unable to retool the 
mechanisms of the State politically, they turned instead to art and culture as a way to 
ignite a revolution and realize the ideals they held.  Anarchists “were driven toward 
culture as the only available means of disseminating their ideology” where it has 
maintained an “abiding presence…. [A]narchism succeeded culturally where it failed 
politically” (4, 5).  Indeed, Weir claims that anarchy as a movement had nowhere to go 
but into culture, and that one of the ways anarchy ultimately expressed itself was in the 
aesthetics of modernism.  He argues that “individualist anarchism assumed aesthetic form 
with modernism early in the twentieth century: a set of political concerns was 
transformed into artistic expression” (254).  Weir postulates that many of the values 
attributed to the modernist mindset (individualism, fragmentation, questioning the 
prevailing order and authority, imagining new modes of expression and being) are really 
anarchist in nature.  Rather than see the social realism the anarchists frequently desired 
and the art-for-art’s sake ideal of modernism as incompatible, he suggests we instead 
recognize that “much of modernist art is consistent with the politics of anarchism, and 
that this consistency extends into the form of the work itself.  In this respect, modernism 
appears as the culmination of the further history of the avant-garde, which… [was] 
identified with radical politics” (149-150).  Weir challenges the false divide between 
modernism’s preoccupation with form and anarchism’s preoccupation with social realism 
and instead argues that “whether traditional or innovative, the art that the anarchists 
promoted or that artists with anarchist sympathies produced became an important forum 
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for anarchist politics” (152).  While I agree with Weir’s central assessment of 
anarchism’s overlooked importance to modernist thought and aesthetics, I more fully 
examine anarchy’s relevance to feminism as revealed in a range of modernist writers.  I 
argue that the philosophical anarchism these authors explore provides feminist thought 
with an undervalued and overlooked theory that unities both women’s desire for 
individual freedom and for a new space in which to practice this freedom.   
Although he makes scant mention of the possibilities of anarchism for feminism, 
Weir develops several important points about modernism and anarchy that I will build on 
in my dissertation.  First, he avers that authors themselves do not need to identify as 
political anarchists in order to write literature that expressed anarchic ideals or aesthetics.  
Weir notes that turn-of-the-century anarchists welcomed Nietzsche and Whitman into 
their canon, despite their, respectively, aristocratic and democratic leanings (159).  What 
made these figures sympathetic to and useful for anarchists was their devotion to and 
expression of the need for social change and social regeneration that centered on the 
individual and not the state.  For Goldman, art that exposes a social ill, re-imagines a 
social situation, or expresses “ethical solutions to… social problems” can be understood 
as aligned with anarchist ideals (Weir 198).  Literature is important to both feminists and 
anarchists because it helps illustrate both why a “transvaluation of existing values” is 
necessary, and imagines how this change can come about (Goldman, “The Modern 
Drama” 243).  According to Margaret Anderson, an ally and acolyte of Emma 
Goldman’s, the abolition of “present injustices and miseries can come about not through 
reform but through change; not through the patching up of the old order, but through a 
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tearing down and rebuilding” (qtd. in Weir 145).  The novels I study illustrate the 
necessity of tearing down the old structures, dramatize the destruction of the old order, 
and envision social change that is anarchic and individualist in nature.   
III. Why Anarchy? Which Anarchy? 
Historian C. Brid Nicholson, in Emma Goldman: Still Dangerous (2010), 
delineates the crucial ideological difference between political anarchism and 
philosophical anarchism.  Political anarchism has been understood as a philosophy that 
calls for violent insurrection and direct action against standing governments, whereas 
philosophical anarchism represents an intellectual stance that questions the authority of 
the state over the individual, and endorses not violent insurrection but instead a 
“revolution… [that would] be eventual, evolutionary, and educational.  It would create a 
society, rather than a state[,] that would allow growth and freedom for each individual” 
(103).3  Philosophical anarchism is the term I adopt to refer to an iteration of anarchism 
that responded to the common criticisms of anarchy as a political philosophy.  Typically, 
arguments against anarchy invoke one of several claims: one, that anarchy is possible 
only in theory and not in practice; two, that in promoting the destruction of the state, 
anarchy ends in chaos and condones and encourages violence; and, three, that anarchy 
indulges in a rapacious and unchecked individualism that is ultimately detrimental to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  This distinction was not only ideological but jurisprudential as well. At the turn of the century, a 
Scottish anarchist named John Turner was arrested and tried under the 1901 exclusion act, which 
barred anarchists from entering the United States.  Clarence Darrow, his defense attorney, argued 
that “Turner’s beliefs were philosophical [not political] and so under the Bill of Rights were 
protected” (Nicholson 89).	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(and, indeed, unmindful of) society. Yet in the modernist era, a type of philosophical 
anarchism emerged as a way to achieve what Herbert Read (writer, activist, and friend of 
Woolf and Goldman’s) called a humane revolution. This version of philosophical rather 
than political anarchism emphasized the power of the individual to effect change first at 
the level of her own actions and commitments, an attitude which would then gradually 
transform the competitive state into a cooperative society.  As Read puts it, this approach 
to anarchism “is less political, [but] I will not admit for a moment that it is less 
revolutionary….  [I]f we can secure a revolution in the mental and emotional attitudes of 
men, the rest follows.  This is fundamental anarchism” (212).  Read’s vision of 
anarchism, like Goldman’s, both decries violence—indeed, comes out of an ardent quest 
for pacifism—and allows for the possibility (perhaps even the necessity) of organization 
in favor of the common, and not just the individual, good.  As Walter Rideout, in his 
study of the radical novel, puts it, “Anarchism was not a creed of violence, but rather… 
[an] aesthetic ideal, a way of life aimed at the greatest fulfillment of the individual 
personality” (89, emphasis mine).  Definitionally, anarchy simply means “without ruler,” 
and does not have to be attended by violent connotations.  Indeed, while some definitions 
of anarchy ascribe to it the characteristics of lawlessness and disorder, others emphasize 
only the quality of liberty and choice.  This is the type of anarchy that the authors I study 
employ: a rulerless society built on the ideal of liberty and personal responsibility for 
members linked not by nationhood but by basic common personhood.   
Indeed, these authors refuse anarchy’s violent connotations; Goldman instead 
insists that anarchy is a “theory of social harmony” that “awaken[s] the consciousness 
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of… the great human family” (“Anarchism” 67, “Patriotism” 143).  This is in line with 
the philosopher Martin Buber’s distinction between “the political and the social” in his 
theory of anarchy.  Buber “saw the characteristics of the political principle to be power, 
authority, hierarchy, and dominion, while the social principle was visible to him in all 
spontaneous human associations built around a common need or common interest” (Ward 
26).  Further, this type of philosophical anarchism does not endorse individualism at all 
costs, and does not forbid organization for a common good.4  Anarchic organization, to 
Goldman, is not only possible but desirable and necessary because it arises out of  “a 
natural and voluntary grouping of energies to secure results beneficial to humanity” (qtd. 
in Havel 35).  This allows for a “non-authoritarian organization of common interests [that 
will] abolish the existing antagonism between individuals and classes” (qtd. in Havel 35).  
Likewise, contemporary philosopher Noam Chomsky sees anarchism’s value as a 
stringent intellectual attitude that forbids authoritarian control and encourages 
cooperative re-organization.  In a speech delivered in 2013 at M.I.T., Chomsky 
demystified anarchism as a philosophy and defined it as follows: “anarchism…seeks to 
identify structures of hierarchy, domination, authority, and others that constrain human 
development, and then it seeks to subject them to a very reasonable challenge: Justify 
yourself….  If you cannot meet that challenge… the structure should be dismantled… 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Indeed, Goldman asserts that the State as we know it is not a “true organization” but instead “an 
arbitrary institution,” and, like all institutions, subject to bias, corruption, and woeful misuse (qtd. 
in Havel 34). 
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and not just dismantled, but reconstructed from below.”5  For modernist writers, as for 
Chomsky today, anarchism involves more than a call to destroy the state: it also involves 
a call to construct a more just society along lines of equity, liberty, and social harmony.  
The individual challenge to the authority of the state initiates a revolution that challenges 
any type of coercive authority, and in this way anarchism emerges as a useful approach to 
the fundamental values of the patriarchal, capitalist, war-hungry state.   
I should also delineate and define the other oft-used term in this dissertation, “the 
state.”  In its most widely understood sense, the state is a centralized seat of government 
or body of power that rules over a people (or, as Judith Butler defines it, “the legal and 
institutional structures that delimit a certain territory”) (3).  R.W. Connell, in his study of 
gender and the state, sees the state as both “an object and an actor” and defines it as “a 
structure of power, persisting over time; an institutionalization of power relations” (510, 
520).  The term can be expanded to include more basic precepts of human behavior, as 
Gustav Landauer, a German anarchist, points out: “The state is not something which can 
be destroyed by a revolution, but is a condition, a certain relationship between human 
beings, a mode of human behaviour; we destroy it by contracting other relationships, by 
behaving differently” (Ward 8).  This definition of the state is helpful in my study, in that 
it allows us to look at both women’s relationship to the nation-state, as well as her efforts 
to shift the parameters of the state by shifting human relationships and behaviors. Butler 
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, in Who Sings the Nation-State? (2007), use a similarly 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  This is very close to John Dos Passos’s sense of anarchism, which he defined as “‘an immensely 
valuable mental position [that]… put[s] the acid test to existing institutions, and [strips] the veils 
off them’” (qtd. in Rideout 157). 
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elastic definition of the State.  On the one hand, they examine the state as “certain loci of 
power, but the state is not all that there is of power.  The state is not always the nation 
state.… [T]he term state can be dissociated from the term ‘nation’” and expanded to refer 
to simply the “‘condition in which we find ourselves’” (1, 3).  So while I will be 
considering women’s explicit relationships to the state and embodiments of state power 
in my examination of anarchist philosophy and the essays of social critics, when I turn 
my attention to the modernist novel I will also allow myself flexibility with the term so 
that I can examine the states and conditions in which the modernist mother finds herself.   
IV. Feminism, Motherhood, & The State 
The end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th mark a period of time 
during which motherhood began to accrue political potential, from the formation of the 
National Congress of Mothers in 1897, to the Endowment of Motherhood controversy in 
England, to Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s speaking tour about social motherhood in 1914, 
to the establishment of Mother’s Day as a holiday (also in 1914).  In the United States, 
the National Congress of Mothers pledged itself to fostering the ideals of a stable home 
and a stable nation, since “[t]he ideals of a nation are created and inspired by the homes.  
[Here we] lay sure and strong the foundations for a great nation” (Schoff 147).  In his 
speech to this body in 1905 entitled “On American Motherhood,” delivered around the 
same time he was developing his own philosophy of The New Nationalism, Theodore 
Roosevelt emphasized the nation’s dependency on mothers, and encouraged women to 
consider their “duties” before their “rights,” since “in the long run… the reward is ampler 
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and greater for duty well done, than for the insistence upon individual rights, necessary 
tho this, too, must often be.”   
In England, the Endowment of Motherhood debate elicited similar responses that 
weighed women’s desires for enfranchisement against their national and reproductive 
duties.  Although the English socialist H. G. Wells chided Roosevelt for his “naïve 
scoldings” about race-suicide, in his essay “The Endowment of Motherhood” Wells 
echoes many of Roosevelt’s sentiments when he asserts, “[T]he modern State has got to 
pay for its children if it really wants them—and more particularly it has to pay for the 
children of good homes.  The alternative to that is racial replacement and social decay” 
(233, 232).  All of these discussions of motherhood, the nation, and citizenship build on 
the ideal of the Republican Mother, a figure who devotes herself to the nation through her 
children, and whose claim to citizenship is achieved through her offspring, not through 
her own individual claims to liberty.  The relationship between motherhood and 
nationhood, and motherhood and citizenship, is clear: a woman’s duty to her country is 
fulfilled by bearing and rearing right-minded and civic-oriented citizens, and for this she 
will be rewarded either economically or symbolically (through acts of deference, through 
a calendar day devoted to her, through works extolling her virtues).  
But what is the mother’s relation to the State, if it is not as a Republican Mother? 
Is she always a figure who, in her idealized sense of wholeness, home, and unity, 
supports the State by agreeing to raise compliant citizens, or have we overlooked her as a 
source of a social and sexual philosophy that does not hinge on the traditional and 
reproductive but on the anarchic and creative?  I will argue in this dissertation that, 
	  	  
19	  
although motherhood has traditionally been represented as supporting the State in its 
aims, one strain of motherhood in social thought and modernist literature that has been 
overlooked is the anarchic mother.  At the same time that Wells, Roosevelt, and scores of 
other social and political theorists resurrected the ideal of the Republican Mother, authors 
and thinkers such as Emma Goldman, Rebecca West, and other members of what Lucy 
Delap calls “the feminist avant-garde” were working out their own theories regarding 
motherhood and citizenship.  Goldman, whose theories will anchor my study, 
distinguishes herself from other anarchists in that she attempts to chart a new vision both 
for all citizens of the state and for women, and through her essays I will show the ways in 
which anarchy is an important and overlooked concept valuable to today’s feminist 
theory.  I will show that during the modernist period women shifted from the political 
philosophy of Republicanism (with its sacrifice of the self to the state) to a type of 
cultural and philosophic anarchy as a way to re-conceive of themselves as citizens and 
individuals in the twentieth century.  Goldman believed in the power of imaginative 
writings to “disseminat[e]… new values,” hence my turn in my dissertation from 
Goldman’s essays to the modernist novel (“The Modern Drama” 242).  
Another reason that anarchism is particularly well suited to feminist political 
thought is because it does what few other feminist ideologies have been able to: it levels a 
fundamental challenge against existing forms and modalities of power and demands a 
total reimagining of society that erases the conflict among commitments to the home, 
work, and self.  This has been the ideological crisis that, in many ways, feminism itself 
has been unable to address.  Carl Degler, in At Odds: Women and the Family from the 
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Revolution to the Present (1980), claims that “the conflict between self and family, which 
some women in the 19th century felt and sometimes fought against… [remains] the 
central, unresolved tension in the life of a woman in the family” (55).  The anarchic point 
of view is a route beyond not only national boundaries but also a way out of the 
stultifying binary oppositions that have held women in thrall and checked their progress 
both individually and politically.  Emma Goldman, in “The Tragedy of Woman’s 
Emancipation,” mourns the limited freedom women have been willing to accept, and her 
criticism remains as relevant today as it did in the early years of the twentieth century.  
Goldman points up the ways that women have failed to restructure society, how they 
have failed to “reorganiz[e] our social life” through the “destruction of existing 
institutions and the replacement thereof with something more advanced, more perfect” 
(213, 216, 218).  If structures remain the same, and women have simply gained entry into 
institutions hitherto denied them, then women have simply exchanged “the narrowness 
and lack of freedom of the home… for the narrowness and lack of freedom of the… 
office” (216).  Anarchism’s basis in a sense of idealism makes it the force needed to 
completely re-envision society; Chanter, in Gender: Key Concepts in Philosophy, argues 
that only a turn to thinkers who are “anti-rationalist, affirmative, inventive, creative, 
productive, and experimental” can reveal both how little fundamental change women 
have demanded as well as new possibilities for the future (131). 
This attempt to extract women’s political and cultural theory from binary logic 
necessarily stands at the center of contemporary feminist theory’s efforts, and I will 
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contribute to this effort in my dissertation.6  Indeed, when many contemporary feminist 
studies invoke the concept of moving beyond (see Chanter, Walkowitz, and Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty), they signal the need for feminism not only to challenge structures of 
power but also to dismantle and re-imagine them.  I argue that the authors whose works I 
study provide an important theoretical basis that envisions this very act of dismantling 
and moving beyond boundaries.  An examination of both the explicitly anarchist writings 
on gender and of the essays and novels of writers formulating their own social theories 
along these lines will help bring to light a central preoccupation of modernism that has 
heretofore been overlooked, and will break open a new avenue of literary, cultural, and 
political thought that points to a nonhierarchical, liberating construction of motherhood, 
womanhood, and citizenship necessary to today’s feminist theory. 
V.  Overview of Chapters 
Each of my chapters defines an author’s relationship to and development of 
philosophical anarchism and illustrates the ways in which her/his essays and novels 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Sharon M. Meagher and Patrice di Quinzio, in their collection Women and Children First: 
Feminism, Rhetoric, and Public Policy (2005), call for political and cultural strategies that 
include the development of “public policies that do not reinscribe models of male dominance or 
correlative ideals of femininity”; Audre Lord, in Sister Outsider (1984), declares that “The future 
of our earth may depend upon the ability of all women to identify and develop new definitions of 
power and new patterns of relating across difference” (123, emphasis mine); Susan Stanford 
Friedman, in Mappings: Feminism and the Cultural Geographies of Encounter (1998), notes that 
while “the gaze of feminism embodies a will-to-empowerment, a desire to overturn patriarchal 
hegemonies,” this gaze also “fears its own will-to-power” and has a “capacity to repeat the power 
structures it sets out to transgress” (218; emphasis mine).  Chanter calls on feminists to engage in 
a critique of power, but also to be prepared to move beyond it: “When feminists confine 
themselves to railing against such power, they confirm and perpetuate the authority of that 
hierarchy, rather than disrupting it in a way that leads to new relationships that can create a new 
order” (125).   	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center on and rework the relationship between women and the state through the figure of 
the mother.  The authors refuse the Republican Mother’s insistence on the sacrifice of 
individual desires to the state’s needs, and instead work through and envision a type of 
motherhood that does not limit individual subjectivity but instead marries individual 
needs with an ethos of social harmony.  I will endeavor to show how modernist novels 
(by Rebecca West, John Galsworthy, and Virginia Woolf) attempt to “disseminat[e]… 
new values” by first challenging the relationship between women and state, and then 
writing difference (Goldman, “Modern Drama” 248).  If other scholars of modernism 
(such as Marianne DeKoven in Rich and Strange and Laura Doyle in Bordering on the 
Body) locate modernist novels that challenge but ultimately fail to re-imagine power 
structures, the novels I examine differ in that they illustrate an imaginative anarchic 
undoing of oppressive states and their emblems and re-envision cultural and political 
institutions.  Although some of these novelists did not identify as political anarchists, 
they adopted ideas from anarchic thought to reform culture and challenge the prevailing 
order.  This study will contribute to feminist theory by illustrating the ways in which 
philosophical anarchism speaks to feminist theory’s current theoretical and ideological 
needs.  I ground my dissertation in feminist political theory, but my methodology also 
operates under the aegis of New Modernist Studies, since this field makes possible a 
theoretical standpoint from which I can examine the cultural and political nexus out of 
which modernist literature emerged.  I will show the ways in which the mother in 
modernist thinking represents both an attitude toward narrative, an attitude toward the 
State, and an attitude toward citizenship.   
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In the first chapter of my dissertation, entitled “Rewriting Motherhood, Re-
Imagining the State: Emma Goldman’s Free Motherhood,” I will show the ways in which 
Goldman’s social theories represent a seismic shift away from the ideals of the 
Republican Mother and toward a model of citizenship that challenges the authority of all 
social and cultural institutions.  Goldman developed her theory of free motherhood in her 
writings on social drama and in her anarchist journal Mother Earth (published from 1906 
to 1917), a publication whose title alone clearly unites the strands I have been outlining 
so far.  Goldman first lambasts the uses to which motherhood is put by men like 
Roosevelt (whom she saw as “embody[ing] the very worst element of mob psychology”)7 
and then fashions a vision of “free motherhood” as a liberating ideological alternative 
(“Minorities” 74).  In 1914 Goldman writes, “whatever its possibilities in a free future, 
motherhood is to-day a sickly tree setting forth diseased branches” (Social Significance 
161).  It might not come as a surprise that an anarchist like Goldman would extend her 
iconoclastic impulses to the high holy icon of the mother.  But Goldman was not satisfied 
simply to tear down this figure; like the social drama she praised for “shak[ing the] social 
pillars… and prepar[ing] men and women for the reconstruction,” she razed the old, 
stultifying, and socially-paralyzing figure of the Republican Mother so she could replace 
it with a figure that embodied individual liberty and personal fulfillment over national 
duty (Social Significance 8).  Like the thinkers she challenged, Goldman too saw 
motherhood as “the highest fulfillment of woman’s nature”; what she objected to was the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  The animus was mutual; Roosevelt declared to Congress that “The anarchist is the enemy of 
humanity, the enemy of all mankind, and his is a deeper degree of criminality than any other” 
(qtd. in Glassgold 6). 
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way in which the State sold a woman’s right to freedom in the name of motherhood 
(“Marriage” 235).  Throughout the chapter, I will contrast Goldman’s theories with those 
of turn of the century feminism. Goldman runs counter to the suffrage movement at every 
turn: she argues that enfranchising women will only bind them more closely to the 
corrupt and corrupting State, and consequently reinforce the power of unjust institutions.  
While suffrage feminists, for all of their far-reaching social thought, ultimately did not 
move beyond a reliance on institutional embodiments of the State, Goldman understands 
the inherent danger of hierarchical institutional structures.  This comparison will clarify 
feminism’s theoretical shortcomings and Goldman’s value to feminism in particular.   
In my second chapter, entitled “‘Let women make haste to become lions’: 
Rebecca West’s Anarchic Mothers,” I will first outline West’s development of the 
anarchic maternal as expressed in her early essays and then identify this figure in her 
fiction; in this way, I will illustrate the ways in which West’s maternal figures embody 
the ideals central to Goldman’s anarchist philosophy.8  West was certainly an admirer of 
Goldman’s; she once said of Goldman, “I respect her as much as any woman I have met 
in my life, and I have a sense of inadequacy before her, because I think she is too good 
for any one person to understand” (Goldman and West).  In her own social philosophy, 
West implores women to “drop this masochist attitude of long-suffering which is the 
mistake of the revolutionary movements, and show ourselves an angry England” (“The 
Life” 182).  West witnessed and herself experienced the psychological and physical 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  West, who was known as the “Shaw in skirts,” once wrote a letter to The Freewoman in which 
she claimed not even “Shaw brought anything so anarchic as an unmarried mother on the stage” 
(“The Gospel” 21).	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abuse of those fighting for the franchise, and in the early part of her career, she reviewed 
and reviled countless anti-feminist books that freely and confidently claimed that 
“Woman is wholly superfluous to the State save as a bearer of children and a nursing 
mother” or “woman does not deserve the vote because she is an ‘insolvent citizen’” 
(“Woman Adrift” 28; “Lynch Law” 210).  In response, West recommends that any State 
that produces this level of sex antagonism should be torn down.  In “Women and 
Wages,” she develops a Nietzschean scale of social development, along which women 
have only moderately progressed.  West argues that woman must move beyond her role 
as “preserver of life,” since “the life for which [she] has sacrificed [her]self is in its 
present state hardly worthy of preserving” (105).  Instead, women must “[turn] to rend 
and destroy life, that out of its wreck it may make a new and more beautiful life. … Let 
women make haste to become lions, and fearlessly attack the social system” (105).  It is 
clear, then, that West was not only comfortable with but actively propagated a vision of a 
feminist anarchism very close to Goldman’s own (one also in line with The New 
Freewoman’s promise to devote itself to “the revolt of women, philosophic anarchism 
and… ideas which would reform simultaneously life and art” [Marcus, Introduction 19]).  
West centers her own theories of liberty on the radical and disruptive figure of the 
unwed mother.9  In The Judge, the figure who assiduously attacks a repressive social 
system is the social pariah Marion Yaverland, the rebellious unwed mother who dreams 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  West’s own relationship to motherhood caused her considerable emotional and professional 
pain and strain.  When she spoke before a crowd as a young woman, Rebecca West was 
physically assaulted for not being a mother, and therefore abandoning “the true destiny of 
womanhood”; when West did become a mother, albeit an unmarried one, she was ostracized, 
threatened, and vilified by strangers and friends alike (West, “An Orgy” 101).	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of giving birth again and again to “lovely, glowing, disobedient sons and daughters” 
(266).  Marion rejects the values of the state (as embodied by the estate that her lover is 
lord of), refuses the religiosity of her legitimate (and despised) son, and challenges the 
very right of the state to make and enforce a distinction between “legitimate” and 
“illegitimate” children.  Critics of The Judge (and there are many) call the novel a failure 
for its lack of cohesion, and see little connection between the life of naive suffragette 
Ellen Melville in Book 1 and the violent decline of the fierce and unconventional Marion 
in Book 2.  But I will argue that the connection between these parts can only be 
understood if we consider West’s own anarchic social philosophies.  Although Ellen 
attends lectures in which the unwed mother is discussed openly and sympathetically as a 
problem to be solved, Marion, in revealing the contours of her own independent and 
rebellious motherhood, completes Ellen’s education as a suffragette.  Marion’s power to 
reject the demands of the (e)state and live in defiance of society shows Ellen the limits of 
enfranchisement, and ultimately causes Ellen to drift away from her suffrage efforts and 
instead embrace the anarchic subject position of the unwed mother.  Ellen, when she 
looks out toward her own independent maternity in the last line of the novel, learns the 
anarchic lessons embodied by Marion and continues her disruptive legacy.  What West 
suggests is not only that Ellen must learn these lessons, but also that women must 
question their decision to ally themselves with the state that has subjected them and 
deemed them “insolvent citizens.”   
In my chapter on John Galsworthy, entitled “Dislodging the ‘cornerstones of 
convention’: The Forsyte Saga’s Anarchist Undertones,” I will argue that The Forsyte 
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Saga is of a piece with Galsworthy’s socially progressive dramas in its dedication to not 
only challenging and undoing the old, but also to envisioning a new relationship between 
the individual in general, and women in particular, and society.  Although some 
modernist authors, D. H. Lawrence most volubly among them,10 accused Galsworthy of 
only faintly damning the Victorian values that the Forsyte clan embodies, Emma 
Goldman hailed Galsworthy as one of the great “social iconoclasts of our time” (SS 7).  
Indeed, Goldman numbers Galsworthy among those authors who “know that society has 
gone beyond the state of patching up, and that man must throw off the dead weight of the 
past, with all its ghosts and spooks, if he is to go foot free to meet the future” (SS 7).  
Galsworthy imagines individuals who escape from the wreckage of the Victorian system 
and conceive of a viable way to live outside of the prevailing order.  The first part of the 
family saga ends on a note of rebirth, quite literally, but, true to the values that Goldman 
admires in him, Galsworthy refuses to let these births represent a perpetuation of 
tradition.  Instead, they herald a new order that reflects a changing value system the 
scions of the old English family are loathe to accept.  The family that the saga’s 
subversive figures create illustrates anarchy’s cultural and social ideas, and embodies 
Goldman’s definition of anarchy as a movement that “stands for the liberation of the 
human mind from the dominion of religion; the liberation of the human body from the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  Lawrence, in his blistering essay on Galsworthy in Study of Thomas Hardy and Other Essays, 
claims that  “Galsworthy had not quite enough of the superb courage of his satire.  He faltered, 
and gave in to the Forsytes…. He might have been the surgeon the modern soul needs so badly to 
cut away the proud flesh of our Forsytes from the living body of men who are fully alive.  
Instead, he put down the knife and laid on a soft sentimental poultice, and helped to make the 
corruption worse” (213).	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dominion of property; liberation from the shackles and restraints of government.  
Anarchism stands for a social order based on the free grouping of individuals for the 
purpose of producing real social wealth” (“Anarchism” 62).  It is through the rebellious 
body and maternity of Irene that this social order becomes possible.  Whereas Lawrence 
sees Irene as a selfish, jealous “bitch” who, in the later books of the saga, will not allow 
her son to marry whomever he pleases, we could also read Irene’s refusal of the match 
between Jon and Fleur as a refusal to let the old structure re-erect itself.  Her rebellion is 
multi-generational, attuned to relationships and family as emblems of state control, and 
ultimately anarchic.  The rebellious family who eschews property, country, and the State 
ultimately creates a new vision and version of the family that effectively unsettles and 
restructures the demands of the State.  
In Woolf’s Three Guineas, when the daughters refuse to pledge loyalty to the 
State, the “mothers will laugh from their graves, ‘It was for this that we suffered obloquy 
and contempt! Light up the windows of the new house, daughters! Let them blaze!’” (83).  
Woolf’s maternal figures in Three Guineas are, quite literally, incendiary: they use 
“Rags. Petrol. Matches” to burn down the embodiments of the patriarchal state (36).  In 
my final chapter, entitled “No Country: Recovering the Radical in Virginia Woolf’s 
Mothers,” I will first untangle Woolf’s complicated philosophical relationship with the 
figure of the mother in her major works of nonfiction and then show that the abstentionist 
force proposed in Three Guineas is yet another re-inscription of the anarchic maternal.  I 
will then extend this analysis to Woolf’s fiction and show that even some of her most 
traditional-seeming mothers endeavor to create a non-hierarchical space in which they are 
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free to defy power and pursue individual liberty.  In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf 
endorses a retreat from male society that is necessary for women who desire to “think 
back through their mothers” and realize an artistic work (76).  Yet in concurrently 
endorsing an androgynous creative act, Woolf hesitates to align herself fully with the 
maternal anarchic powers that she will celebrate in Three Guineas.  In Three Guineas, 
Woolf takes the temporary retreat of the female artist into her room and magnifies it until 
it becomes a politics of abstention.  In calling for a Society of Outsiders who abstain from 
participating in any institutions marked by patriarchal culture, she envisions a society that 
is no longer androgynous but clearly inscribed as anarchic, female, and, importantly, 
maternal.  For Woolf, it is the fathers who fear change and insist on allegiance to loci of 
power; it is the mothers who lean out of windows, burn papers, and start cheap colleges. 
If the mother’s power is ambiguous in many of her novels, in Three Guineas Woolf re-
centers her political and creative philosophy on the anarchic energies of the mother; here 
she ultimately endorses and thoroughly imagines a supra-national attitude toward the 
world that does not acknowledge the boundaries of the nation-state.  
In Feminism Without Borders (2003), Chandra Talpade Mohanty elaborates upon 
a vision for feminism and society that unconsciously echoes, almost sentiment-by-
sentiment, Goldman’s own call for individual liberty and social responsibility.  Mohanty 
envisions a “world that is pro-sex and pro-woman, …where women and men are free to 
live creative lives, …where they are free to choose whom they love, and whom they set 
up house with, and whether they want to have… children; a world where pleasure rather 
than just duty and drudgery determines our choices, where free… exploration of the mind 
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is a fundamental right; a vision in which economic stability,… racial equality, and the 
redistribution of wealth form the material basis of people’s well being” (3).  The 
alignment of the maternal with the anarchic in the novels and essays I study invites 
contemporary feminists to re-think their own allegiances to long-standing institutions, be 
it the family, the workplace, or the government.  I again invoke Gustav Landauer’s idea 
that the “state is not something which can be destroyed by a revolution,” but instead “by 
contracting other relationships, by behaving differently.”  By behaving differently, first as 
individuals and then as communities, feminist political and cultural theory can move 
beyond limiting dualistic thinking to restructure and reimagine entrenched embodiments 
of power.  In their essays and novels, Goldman, West, Galsworthy, and Woolf point the 
way toward this future possible. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Re-Writing Motherhood, Re-Imagining the State:  
Emma Goldman’s Free Motherhood 	  
 “From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State.”  --Randall Jarrell, “The Death of 
 the Ball Turret Gunner” 
 
 “The old time motherhood to me is the most terrible thing imposed upon woman.  
 It has made her so unspeakably helpless and dependent, so self-centered and 
 unsocial as to fill me with absolute horror.”  –Emma Goldman, Letter to Ben 
 Reitman (121)  
 
 “Modern woman cannot be wife and mother in the old sense, and the new 
 medium has not yet been devised.”  –Emma Goldman, Letter to Alexander 
 Berkman (208) 	  
Emma Goldman’s position within feminist thought remains as contested today as 
it was when she was living.  Despite her numerous and well-attended lectures to the 
general public on feminist (but not suffragist) issues during her own lifetime, many of 
which landed her in prison, her lectures to women’s groups were frequently greeted with 
resistance at best, and outright hostility at worst.  In her autobiography Living My Life, 
Goldman recounts two such encounters with feminist groups.  “Five hundred members of 
my sex, from the deepest red to the dullest grey, came to hear me speak on ‘Feminism,’” 
she recalls.  “They could not excuse my critical attitude towards the bombastic and 
impossible claims of the suffragists as to the wonderful things they would do when they 
got political power.  They branded me as an enemy of women's freedom, and club-
members stood up and denounced me” (555-6).  Similarly, during a lecture on woman’s 
inhumanity to man, female audience members disrupted the speech and rose up against 
	  	  
32	  
Goldman, claiming she was “‘a man's woman and not one of us’” (556-7).   These 
incidents reveal the ways in which Goldman, a thinker and activist who brought feminism 
to bear on anarchism and anarchism to bear on feminism, was fully at home in neither 
camp; she rejected suffragism because of its narrow focus on the vote and political 
power, of entry into the State rather than a reimagining of it, and she rejected her fellow 
anarchists’ vision because of their narrow focus on the political and economic to the 
exclusion of the philosophical, sexual, and cultural.  Rejected by and in turn rejecting the 
dominant and dogmatic base of the two causes she most fervently believed in, she instead 
created an anarchist, feminist vision broad in scope and purpose, and one that challenged 
the very foundational assumptions of these philosophies at the same time it challenged 
the foundations of society itself.  The inclusiveness of Goldman’s brand of feminist 
anarchism can be gleaned from the variety of topics on which she lectured and wrote: 
birth control, the right of homosexuals, the evils of conscription, the transformative 
power of art.  Gay rights, women’s rights, and political and social anarchism were not, to 
Goldman, separate causes she had to choose among; they were all part of the larger social 
picture she evangelized.  The scope of her creative, fluid anarchist and feminist vision is 
perhaps best reflected in the contents of her magazine Mother Earth, a publication she 
founded and produced from 1906 until the date of her deportation from America in 1917.   
 Recent efforts to reclaim Goldman and situate her within a feminist framework 
reflect Goldman’s uneasy legacy.  Current feminist appraisals of Goldman have ranged 
from somewhat timid attempts to connect her with modernist thinkers such as Virginia 
Woolf, to denunciations of her work for demonstrating the worst tendencies of biological 
	  	  
33	  
determinism, to sharply critical biographical studies of Goldman that attempt to illustrate 
the ways in which her personal life was at odds with her radical philosophy, to warm 
scholarly appreciations that insist that her feminist vision was misunderstood because of 
the ways in which it was so far ahead of its time.  One need only look to feminist 
scholars’ thoughts on Goldman’s views of motherhood to appreciate how wildly 
divergent current appraisals of Goldman are.  Amber Kinser, in Motherhood and 
Feminism (2010), groups Emma Goldman with Olive Schreiner and Margaret Fuller as 
examples of three women of the progressive era who “argued outside the framework of 
women’s nature… and reacted against the ‘absurd notion’ of a ‘dualism of the sexes,’ 
even as she spoke out against what she saw as the narrow scope of feminist 
emancipation” (45).  Although Kinser fails to mention Goldman’s theory of free 
motherhood and its radical implications (which will be the focus of my chapter), she does 
illustrate the ways in which “Goldman’s ideas have been recognized as visionary and 
more in synch with those of feminism of the ‘second wave’ than with those of her own 
time” in their emphasis on easy access to birth control and abortion, free love, and social 
justice (45).   
 Although Kinser shows the ways in which Goldman, more than anything else, 
eschewed essentialist arguments in both her anarchism and her feminism, Linda 
Lumsden, in “Anarchy Meets Feminism: A Gender Analysis of Emma Goldman’s 
Mother Earth, 1906-1917,” claims that, for all of her far-reaching social thought, 
“Goldman’s idealization of motherhood and essentialist claims about female biology… 
made the magazine a vehicle for perpetuating restrictive gender stereotypes and stymied 
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Mother Earth from supporting female forays into the public sphere” (31).  Lumsden 
argues that Goldman’s rejection of suffragism was tied to her essentialist views of 
women, and that her understanding of motherhood as woman’s highest calling betrays a 
surprisingly traditional, narrow view of women’s roles.  Challenging Lumsden’s reading 
of Goldman’s emphasis on motherhood is Susan Zeiger.  In her recent article “She Didn’t 
Raise Her Boy to be a Slacker: Motherhood, Conscription, and the Culture of the First 
World War,” Zeiger examines popular culture’s efforts to police gender roles during 
World War I, and discusses the public’s perception of Emma Goldman as a “nearly 
monstrous antimother… whose antimaternal reputation—her opposition to marriage, her 
advocacy of free love and birth control for women, her vocal critique of the moralistic 
and Puritanical politics of middle-class women reformers—…made her such a 
threatening figure to the public at large” (15).  These wildly divergent appropriations of 
Goldman neatly illustrate the deep divide in feminist thought regarding Goldman, and 
show how Goldman’s critical and creative perspective on the importance of motherhood 
in both the private and public sphere has been misunderstood or misrepresented by 
scholars of history, anarchy, feminism, and modernism. 
While articles that re-appraise Goldman, like the above-mentioned, have begun to 
dot the critical landscape, and one major re-evaluation of Goldman’s relationship to 
feminism was published in 2007 (Feminist Interpretations of Emma Goldman), Goldman 
is still largely absent from studies and collections, particularly those that examine the 
intersections of feminism and modernism, in which we might expect her to figure 
prominently.  Many works of scholarship continue either to oversimplify or radically 
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under-articulate Goldman’s contributions to political and feminist thought.  One might 
expect Lucy Delap’s marvelous book The Feminist Avant-Garde: Transatlantic 
Encounters of the Early Twentieth Century (2007), with its chapter on “Individualism in 
feminist political argument,” to highlight and contextualize Goldman’s contributions to 
feminist avant-garde thought.  Instead, Delap treats Goldman’s essays and speeches as 
minor at best, and in her list of important avant-garde magazines overlooks Mother Earth 
entirely.  Similarly, Bonnie Kime Scott’s anthology Gender in Modernism: New 
Geographies, Complex Intersections (2007), with its chapters on “Suffrage and 
Spectacle,” “Manifestoes from the Sex War,” “Radical Moderns,” “Debating Feminism, 
Modernism, and Socialism,” “Women Editors and Modernist Sensibilities,” any one of 
which could have easily incorporated the works of Emma Goldman, instead dispatches 
with her in two brief sentences (one concerning her connection to Edna St. Vincent 
Millay, and a brief mention of her deportation).  By relegating Goldman to the footnotes 
of feminist political thought, we run the risk of overlooking a philosophy that is both 
remarkably prescient and, one hundred years later, disturbingly relevant to contemporary 
feminism’s concerns.  Like Delap, I will endeavor in this study to write a feminist 
counter-history, one that does not treat as synonymous the terms “suffragist” and 
“feminist” and, as Delap says, “unhitch[es] feminism from suffragism” (16).  In so doing, 
I will bring to light Goldman’s valuable contributions to feminist thought that address 
contemporary feminism’s current shortfalls, and will help re-frame and rethink problems 
that continue to plague feminist thought.  More specifically, by turning to Emma 
Goldman’s concept of free motherhood, I will address what many critics agree is the 
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unresolved figure in feminist theory: the mother11. Goldman, who, “from her earliest days 
in the movement… insisted on ‘freedom in love and freedom in motherhood’ as an 
essential strand of anarchism,” tore down the traditional ideation of motherhood, and in 
her place offered a creative reinvention of this figure, a creative reinvention that frames a 
mother not as an institution but as an individual (Wexler 209).  Indeed, what I will show 
in this dissertation are the ways in which Goldman developed a powerful new model of 
motherhood and citizenship for women, one I call the anarchist mother.  For Goldman, 
free motherhood acts as both a critique of suffragism and a new and anarchic attitude 
toward narrative, toward the State, and toward citizenship. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  11	  Carl Degler, in At Odds: Women and the Family in America from the Revolution to the 
Present, asserts that “the conflict between self and family, which some women in the 19th century 
felt and sometimes fought against, still confront[s] many married women well into the 20th 
century.  In fact it remains today the central, unresolved tension in the life of a woman in the 
family” (55).  Degler wrote that in 1980; in 2014, it remains easy to hear echoes of this statement 
in both Europe and America.  In a 2011 New Yorker article about the outrages of Silvio 
Berlusconi and the	  corresponding Italian feminist response, Ariel Levy states that “a culture in 
which motherhood is a prerequisite for women who seek a measure of power or respect is not a 
culture that understands women as fully human” (51).  Levy interviewed “Francesca Comencini, 
a mother of three, [who] said, ‘I don’t know what the situation is in America, but here women are 
doing everything. This problem, which is really the problem of modern times, is not solved 
anywhere’” (51).  In France, Elisabeth Badinter inspired a firestorm when, in her most recent 
book The Conflict: How Modern Motherhood Undermines the Status of Women, she argued that 
modern concept of the green/eco mother is a dangerous resurrection of figures such as the 
Republican mother, and that this contemporary image of maternity undermines feminist advances  
“that have liberated women” (Erlanger).  And here in America, the Des Moines Register reported 
that, during the 2012 Iowa Caucuses, “Jamie Johnson [an adviser to presidential hopeful Rick 
Santorum] sent out an email saying that children’s lives would be harmed if the nation had a 
female president. [...] ‘The question then comes, “Is it God’s highest desire, that is, his biblically 
expressed will, … to have a woman rule the institutions of the family, the church, and the state?”’  
In short, the question of women’s citizenship, and her qualifications for life and leadership 
outside of the home, are still alive and well in America and around the world. 
 
	  
	  	  
37	  
“I was… put back in the chains forged for me by my father”:12 The Maternal 
Counter-Tradition in Emma Goldman’s Life and Philosophy 
 But why motherhood? Goldman deliberately chose to forego biological 
motherhood, and wrote scathing (and largely misunderstood) critiques of motherhood as 
“that blind, dumb force that brings forth life in travail, wasting woman’s youth and 
strength” (LML 210).  In order to answer the question of why Goldman felt it necessary 
to destroy and remake the role of motherhood, and why, more importantly, this figure is 
essential to her anarchist philosophy, I will turn first to her biography and second to the 
intellectual and political climate in which she was writing and thinking before articulating 
her complicated concept of free motherhood.  Indeed, the early 20th century saw a 
proliferation of speeches and essays on the possibilities of motherhood, largely because 
the push for suffrage demanded a re-consideration of women’s traditional relationships to 
the family and to the State.  I will consider Goldman’s philosophy of free motherhood 
alongside contemporaneous examinations of motherhood, such as the Republican 
Mother, the Socialist Mother, and the maternalist and suffragist construction of 
motherhood.  
 Although I strongly agree with Kathy Ferguson’s claim the recent spate of 
biographical studies of Emma Goldman unfairly conflate her personal life and political 
philosophy, and share her “reservations concern[ing] the psychological inclinations in 
Goldman scholarship,” I will here briefly call attention to moments in Goldman’s life that 
influenced her views of anarchy and motherhood, and helped her envision an anarchist 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  From Living My Life, page 45.	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theory based on the idea of motherhood as an untried, liberating alternative to the 
patriarchal state and all of its institutions (734).  I will also examine the ways in which 
Goldman, while refusing the possibilities of biological motherhood, adopted in her life 
and work the position of a universal mother.  Goldman, in both her life and philosophy, 
fashioned a concept of free motherhood that located women’s powers not in their 
capacities to reproduce, but in their capacities to challenge, re-make, and create anew.  
 Emma Goldman was born in what is now Lithuania in 1869, and her early 
experiences within the family, church, and school amply illustrated the ways in which 
these institutions impeded individual growth and free thought, for women in particular.   
Goldman’s own family operated along traditional lines, and was headed by a father who 
demanded obedience from wife and children alike.  Her father reigned over their 
household, and vented his frustrations and disappointments on his daughter, first because 
she was not a son, and second because of her unconventional beliefs, ones she seems to 
have held even as a schoolgirl.  Goldman’s father beat her regularly, sometimes to the 
point of unconsciousness, and he was indeed the first male authority figure against which 
Goldman fashioned her own beliefs.  These early experiences with her father shaped 
Goldman’s growing sense that the family was one of many patriarchal institutions that 
demanded conformity and subservience from women; for Goldman, the family, the 
school, and the Church emerge as the institutions that threatened to thwart her 
individualism and slow her progress through life.  Within this family, her silent, 
beleaguered mother represented both a figure who helplessly complied with her 
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husband’s violent demands, as well as an untapped source of power, an untried 
alternative. 
 Although Goldman, as an adult, was a voracious reader, a gifted speaker in 
several languages, and an eloquent writer, her experiences in school were in no way 
pleasurable, and were instead marked by physical and sexual abuse and demands for 
intellectual, physical, and spiritual compliance.  In her autobiography, Goldman singles 
out several especially sadistic teachers and her efforts to challenge them.  For instance, 
she describes her efforts to thwart her religious teacher, who mercilessly beat his 
students, by placing pins on his chair and launching other schemes meant to defy, annoy, 
and unsettle him.  But more terrifying to Goldman was the sexual abuse visited upon girls 
by their other teachers, since this abuse could not be “met in the open” but was instead 
clandestine and powerfully shameful, and resulted in teachers who “terrorized [girls] into 
silence” (LML 85).  Her formal schooling in her home country was disrupted when 
Goldman was denied admittance into her next level of education at the Gymnasium 
because “her religious instructor refused her a certificate of good character” (Drinnon, 
Introduction 1).  The school, the family, and the Church emerged in Goldman’s 
childhood as institutions that brooked no challenge, that denied individual expression and 
freedom, and that maintained order through acts of violence directed at and borne by 
women. Like Virginia Woolf would in her work Three Guineas, Goldman recognized and 
sought to expose the “unity between State, capitalism, and seats of learning” (LML 279). 
Her experiences in the institutions she would later attempt to dismantle only reinforced 
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her sense that these institutions were founded on, and taught students to perpetuate, the 
brutal, sexist ideals of the patriarchal state. 
 But perhaps even more important to my study, in looking back on her youth 
Goldman saw herself as a child who was born of involuntary motherhood, and the 
example of her own mother’s involuntary motherhood and her father’s attendant fury 
helped her understand the urgency of theorizing a new model of motherhood.  Her theory 
of anarchism grows out of the foundation of free motherhood, which stands as a counter-
tradition that imagines a form of motherhood based not on compulsion and fear and 
bound by patriarchal values and expectations, but one entered into freely and with joy, 
and consequently one capable of creativity and self-expression.  In her autobiography, 
Goldman reflects on her childhood and notes that “my tragic childhood had been no 
exception, [and] there were thousands of children born unwanted, marred and maimed by 
poverty and still more by ignorant misunderstanding” (LML 46).  Here Goldman shows 
the ways in which she conceived of her childhood in a sociological sense: her father, for 
all of his fearsome wrath, could too be understood as a victim of economic and 
patriarchal systems that imprinted their values upon him, and that he in turn enacted on 
his family.  Involuntary motherhood and the crippling economic demands of capitalism 
warped not only women who bore an endless stream of children, but also the men who, 
responding to economic imperatives, spent their lives in relentless pursuit of more and 
more capital to support their families. Goldman would call for a “radical reorganization 
of domestic life” not only to free mothers from the physical and economic burden of 
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bearing so many children, but also to free fathers from the wage slavery that set them 
apart from their families as they struggled to support these very families (Brody xxiii). 
 In 1885 Goldman arrived in America, which she saw as a natural home for 
anarchism, and upon her arrival in New York City she was befriended by anarchists 
Johann Most and Alexander Berkman, both of whom would exert powerful influences on 
her political thinking and anarchist philosophy.  During this time, as she was developing 
her own understanding of the possibilities of anarchism, she also discovered that many 
men in avant-garde movements, for all of their abilities to rethink social landscapes, were 
unwilling or unable to re-imagine with any intellectual vigor roles for women in general 
and mothers in particular.  Goldman found many of her male counterparts in anarchist 
circles to be surprisingly traditional in their views of gender, and found herself 
disappointed time and time again by their insistence on normative gender roles.  Johann 
Most and Peter Kropotkin, both central figures in anarchist philosophy, failed to extended 
their radical thinking into the realm of gender and sexual relations, instead castigating 
Goldman for what they considered her moral laxity and refusing to see sexual liberation 
and freedom from the State as conversant (Haaland 14-15).  Most was “especially 
notorious for his conservative views on women and sex, his hatred of all theories of 
sexual liberation, and his desire for conventional domesticity.  When he fell in love with 
Emma, he wanted to make her his wife, the mother of his children.  Even though he had 
launched her as an anarchist speaker,” he expected Goldman to sacrifice her activist 
efforts and instead settle into the traditional role of wife and mother upon his declaration 
of love for her (Wexler 53).  (Needless to say, she didn’t.)  
	  	  
42	  
 Several of Goldman’s lovers begged her to give up her public life in favor of the 
comforts of private life, and failed to see a way to unite the vigorous demands of her 
public life with the rewards of a private one; like the socialist H. G. Wells, the anarchist 
men Goldman knew embraced the progressive promise of free love when it freed men to 
have multiple sexual partners, but did not espouse a concurrent enlightened stance about 
their female counterparts (see LML 120-122).  In Living My Life, Goldman remarks, “I 
had met two categories of men: vulgarians and idealists.  The former would never have 
let an opportunity pass to possess a woman and they would give her no other thought 
save sexual desire.  The idealists stoutly defended the equality of the sexes, at least in 
theory,” but seldom did these men practice such a theory (66).  Even in her relationships 
with so-called progressive men, she found their reactions to women surprisingly 
traditional.  When she remarked to her lover Ed Brady that perhaps one of their female 
friends should “guard against having children” by using birth control (which would, from 
the 1910s onward, become a regular feature of Goldman’s lectures), he replied, “‘No 
woman should do that.…  Nature has made her for motherhood.  All else is nonsense, 
artificial and unreal.’ …His conservatism roused my anger…. [T]he interest of the 
male… the man’s instinct of possession… brooks no deity except himself” (LML 103).  It 
was not the idea of a New Woman that alarmed these men; it was instead the concept of a 
free mother, which none of them could imagine as possible or desirable.   
 What Woolf would later call “the extreme conventionality of the other [male] 
sex” was not simply in evidence on an individual level amongst the otherwise radical 
men Goldman knew, but it was also reinforced on the organizational level (“Professions 
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for Women”).  Goldman continued to feel isolated amongst anarchists because of her 
focus on sex and the lives of women, and when she attempted to expand “the notion of 
the essential liberty of the autonomous individual… to include the fundamental rights of 
sexual expression,” she was denied a voice within anarchist organizations (Brody xx).  
Fellow anarchists of her own time accused Goldman of being an imperfect anarchist 
because of her refusal to embrace the narrowness of their cause.  For instance, “At the 
international meeting in Paris in 1900 she was rebuffed by anarchists who would not 
allow her to add sexual freedom to their political agenda” (Brody xxi).  Goldman was 
repeatedly advised by her male counterparts in the anarchist movement that she could 
discuss sex, women, and birth control at private meetings, but “not at public meetings 
with the press representatives present” (LML 163).  Apparently, even anarchists 
considered the topics of birth control and free motherhood too unconventional to air 
publically, for fear that sexual liberation would alarm audiences more than an abstract 
political and economic agenda.   
 Nor was this an isolated incident.  When Goldman launched an American 
speaking tour in the early 1900s that was strongly informed by her thoughts on “the 
woman question,” she was again reminded of the ways in which her feminist-inflected 
anarchism put her at odds with most of her male compatriots.  Peter Kropotkin largely 
praised the work Goldman was doing in California in the early years of the 1900s, but 
derided the publication she was working on for wasting “‘so much space discussing sex.’  
I disagreed and we became involved in a heated argument about the place of the sex 
problem in anarchist propaganda.  Peter’s view was that woman’s equality with man had 
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nothing to do with sex…. What could I say to such men, and how say it?” (LML 152, 
153).  Through these encounters with her surprisingly parochial counterparts, Goldman 
began to appreciate the ways in which anarchist thought itself was erected upon a 
patriarchal assumption that the needs of women could be subsumed under the needs of 
humanity.  But this plaintive question about how to speak, and what to say, connects 
Goldman to many other feminist authors of this period, ones who found themselves 
silenced by oppressive male authority figures and who subsequently engaged in a life-
long struggle to speak for themselves.  When Goldman voluntarily separated herself from 
Most, and found herself involuntarily separated from Berkman (who was imprisoned for 
his attempt to assassinate Henry Frick), and when she “no longer allowed herself to be 
chastened by what she regarded as the sexual Puritanism of her comrades,” she was able 
to gain confidence in her own idiosyncratic brand of anarchism (Brody xxiii).  Alice 
Wexler, a leading Goldman scholar, credits Goldman as being “almost alone among 
immigrant radicals in resisting a narrowly economic interpretation of social injustice and 
in stressing cultural, psychological, and sexual issues” (277).   
 Goldman’s extensive experiences as a midwife only further encouraged her to 
create a version of anarchism that addressed the real economic and social needs specific 
to motherhood, and illustrated for her the need for a direct, vital form of anarchism that 
could respond to the lives of women as they were lived.  Indeed, the degradations that 
mothers in particular suffered gave her political philosophy a sense of direction and 
urgency.  Goldman left America briefly in 1895 to train as a midwife in Vienna, a setting 
that offered her a formative education.  While studying for her certificate in midwifery, 
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she also discovered the works of Nietzsche for the first time, and attended lectures given 
by Sigmund Freud, who showed her “the full significance of sex repression and its effects 
on human thought and action” (LML 114).  Upon her return to America, Goldman 
continued to tour and speak on anarchist issues, while also acting as a midwife to the 
urban poor; even during her various imprisonments, she used her nursing background and 
attended the births of fellow inmates.  For a period of time after Leon Czolgosz’s 
assassination of President McKinley in 1901, and his implication of Emma Goldman as 
his inspiration for the attentat, Goldman removed herself from public life entirely and 
pursued a career in public health as a midwife, during which she discovered that “women 
and children carried the heaviest burden of our ruthless economic system” (LML 122).  
Goldman, who was horrified by the grim reality of impoverished motherhood, strived to 
find ways to unite her idealization of motherhood as woman’s greatest privilege, and the 
dreadful reality of the financial and physical pressures of repeated and numerous 
pregnancies.   
 Indeed, Goldman’s experiences as a midwife brought her anarchist philosophy in 
touch with the physical, social, and economic burdens borne by women in general and 
mothers in particular.  She describes her experiences and the challenges they posed to her 
in her autobiography: 
Still more impressed was I by the fierce, blind struggle of the women of 
the poor against frequent pregnancies.  Most of them lived in continual 
dread of conception; the great mass of women submitted helplessly, and 
when they found themselves pregnant, their alarm and worry would result 
in the determination to get rid of their expected offspring.  It was 
incredible what fantastic methods despair could invent: jumping off tables, 
rolling on the floor, massaging the stomach, drinking nauseating 
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concoctions, and using blunt instruments.  These and similar methods 
were being tried, generally with great injury.  It was harrowing, but it was 
understandable…. The men were generally more resigned, but the women 
cried out against Heaven for inflicting such cruelty upon them….  [One of 
the women I attended] had had eight children, four of whom had died in 
infancy.  The remaining were sickly and undernourished, like most of the 
ill-born, ill-kept, and unwanted children who trailed at my felt when I was 
helping another poor creature into the world. 
   After such confinements I would return home sick and   
  distressed, hating the men responsible for the frightful conditions of  
  their wives and children, hating myself most of all because I did not  
  know how to help them.  (LML 121) 
 
Many patients asked Goldman to perform abortions, yet she was unsure of her skills, and 
hesitant to inflict even more pain and suffering on these women.  Although she did not 
feel adequately equipped to offer this service, she longed to provide women with some 
relief from compulsory, unchecked motherhood: “It was not any moral consideration for 
the sanctity of life [that kept her from providing abortions]; a life unwanted and forced 
into abject poverty did not seem sacred to me.  But my interests embraced the entire 
social problem, not merely a single aspect of it” (LML 122, emphasis mine).  Goldman 
was troubled both by the ways in which individual women suffered, and by “the ruthless 
economic system” that both made possible and exacerbated this suffering (LML 122).     
 Goldman realized that motherhood was controlled by economic and moral forces 
beyond women’s reach, that these forces were all extensions of the patriarchal state, and 
that these forces all colluded to take away women’s individualism, self-direction, and 
creative potential.  Motherhood gave Goldman’s anarchism and feminism a foundation, a 
focus, and a sense of urgency: Goldman wrote that, after attending so many births in such 
squalid conditions, “it was mockery to expect them [mothers] to wait until the social 
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revolution arrives in order to right injustice.  I sought some immediate solution for their 
purgatory, but I could find nothing of any use” (LML 122).  Goldman’s eventual solution 
for the particular privations faced by mothers involved lecturing vigorously and variously 
on the topic of birth control (her lectures being unique in that they not only argued for the 
right to birth control, but also, for the first time publicly, gave women and men 
instructions on how to use contraceptive devices) (Kinser 57).  Her desire to rectify the 
demeaning conditions women faced as mothers also contributed to Goldman’s desire to 
reach an audience larger than the one she could reach through speaking tours alone, 
which in turn led to Mother Earth, the magazine she founded and published from 1906 
until her deportation from America in 1917.  Mother Earth reflected her imaginative and 
philosophical investment in the ideal of a new, radical form of motherhood; the title of 
her magazine alone invokes the very figure Goldman longed to reconstruct as a 
liberating, radical anarchist model of womanhood and citizenship.   
Free to develop her own version of anarchism, Goldman separated herself from 
her male counterparts by basing her philosophy on the mother, the figure that even her 
fellow anarchists and progressive sexual partners refused to re-imagine.  By challenging 
the traditional contours of this figure, Goldman revealed motherhood’s subversive 
potential: if she is the figure on which all state and moral institutions converge, then she 
is also the figure who can, once endowed with the power of refusal, undermine and 
demolish these same institutions.  To Goldman, the mother was both the figure most in 
need of material and ideological liberation, and was emblematic of the social and sexual 
rebirth Goldman was calling for.  But before I examine the specifics of Goldman’s free 
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mother, I would like to draw attention to other philosophies concerning the state and 
motherhood that were being revisited in the early decades of the twentieth century. It is 
necessary first to examine the figure of the Republican Mother: the emblem’s origins, 
appeal, and resurrection in 20th century discourses about women’s citizenship. 
The Rhetoric of Motherhood and Citizenship at the  
Dawn of the Twentieth Century 
Scholar Linda Kerber coined the phrase “Republican Mother” to describe a post-
Enlightenment/post-Revolutionary ideological construct available to women that 
represented a movement away from separate spheres ideology in its ability to addresses 
women’s desire to influence the public as well as the private realm.  The development of 
the emblem Republican Mother is crucial to understand in any discussion of women’s 
development as citizens, as individuals who served not only a private function but who 
also expected, enjoyed, and exercised a civic responsibility.  Kerber outlines the contours 
of the Republican Mother, a figure both progressive and regressive: 
 The model republican woman was to be self-reliant (within limits); 
 literate, untempted by the frivolities of fashion.  She had a responsibility to 
 the political scene though not to act on it…. But her competence did not 
 extend to the making of political decisions.  Her political task was 
 accomplished within the confines of her family.  The model republican 
 woman was a mother.   
 The Republican Mother’s life was dedicated to the service of civic 
 virtue; she educated her sons for it; she condemned and corrected her 
 husband’s lapses from it…. If… the stability of the nation rested in the 
 persistence of virtue among its citizens, then the creation of virtuous 
 citizens was dependent on the presence of wives and mothers who were 
 well informed…. To that end the theorists created a mother who had a 
 political purpose, and argued that her domestic behavior had a direct 
 political function in the republic.  (“The Republican Mother” 202) 
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We can see the ways in which the Republican Mother represents a point on a continuum: 
she is an important ideological transitional point between wives as property and the New 
Woman; between women as private beings and women as public citizens.   
 Yet the Republican Mother’s duty is not to her self, and in some ways not to her 
children: it is to her nation.  Susan E. Chase, co-editor of the collection Mothers and 
Children: Feminist Analyses and Personal Narratives, explores the ways in which 
“Republican Motherhood… connected good mothering to the task of nation building.  
Although women were denied the rights of citizens, they were expected to provide their 
sons with the moral education befitting citizens who would serve the nation well” (63).  
Women who became mothers served their own call to citizenship by educating their 
children to serve and uphold the State, and women who refused to become mothers 
refused more than simply children: they became traitorous to the State in their abstention.  
According to Kerber, Republican Motherhood provided a toehold on political life for 
women, in that Republican Motherhood found “a political context in which private 
female virtues might comfortably coexist with civic virtue…. [T]he mother, and not the 
masses, came to be seen as the custodian of civic morality” (Women 11).  But this mother 
was not a fully enfranchised citizen, and this fact highlights feminism’s problem with the 
mother. 
The problem and promise of Republican Motherhood perfectly illustrate 
feminism’s conflicted relationship with motherhood in general.  While the ideal of the 
Republican Mother bridges the divide between the public and the private, it also rigidly 
defines the mother’s relationship to the State as one of service and support.  Republican 
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Motherhood does not encourage women to see themselves as serving and advancing the 
needs of themselves and of other women; rather, their service is always to the State and 
to order.  Female citizenship such as this envisions women who are complicit and 
compliant with the State; a mother’s role is not to challenge and re-envision the State, but 
instead to serve the State’s needs and ends.  The mother’s service to the State is deemed 
necessary for the health, strength, and persistence of the nation; the undisturbed 
boundaries of the home correlate to the undisturbed values and boundaries of the State. 
As Kerber says, “This new identity had the advantage of appearing to reconcile politics 
and domesticity; it justified continued political education and political sensibility.  But 
the role remained a severely limited one” (Women 12). 
During the early 20th century, a time when the question of women’s citizenship 
took center stage in both England and America, we see the merits of the Republican 
Mother revived and debated in the popular and political spheres.  At this time, a woman’s 
“natural” relationship to her family, to her mate, to her culture, and to her state was as a 
mother; as many social critics have noted (Grayzel, Degler, etc.), if the normative role for 
male citizenship was the soldier, the normative role for women was the mother.  So it 
should not surprise us that as women began to re-imagine themselves as enfranchised 
citizens, many social theorists, politicians, and novelists debated the rights and roles of 
women across the body of the mother.  Thinkers and writers as varied as Theodore 
Roosevelt and H. G. Wells revived and debated the merits of the Republic Mother as a 
model for women’s citizenship; at the same time, radicals and suffragists were working 
our their own theories regarding the possibilities and limitations of motherhood in an era 
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that sought new rights for women.  The question of a woman’s citizenship needed to be 
reconciled with her expected role as a mother; indeed, most often women’s potential civic 
role was weighed against her private role as a mother and found wanting.  Reformist 
groups of the early 20th century resurrected but ultimately failed to replace the model of 
Republican Motherhood with a new vision of female citizenship, whereas Goldman, in 
fashioning her vision of free motherhood, points up and supersedes the limitations of 
these approaches. 
  The National Congress of Mothers,13 founded in 1897, represents a reformist 
organization at the turn of the century that resurrected the ideal of the Republican Mother 
in order to justify women’s concern with, and their desire to participate in, civic and 
national affairs.  However, the Congress was not interested in fighting for greater rights 
for women in general, and it did not promote universal suffrage as an aim.  Rather, as 
Maureen Fitzgerald points out, “the Congress depended for its legitimacy on the 
simultaneous avowal of mothers’ rights to influence public policy and disavowal of 
women’s rights leading to ‘sex equality’” (394).  The Congress dedicated itself to 
developing an educated and responsible citizenry, but not necessarily a fully enfranchised 
one.  Women fulfilled their role as responsible citizens by raising healthy, patriotic, well-
educated children, who in turn became good citizens of the future.  The reforms that the 
Congress spearheaded—making kindergarten part of the public school system; instituting 
school lunches; establishing parenting classes and traveling libraries; protecting children 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  The National Congress of Mothers would eventually become the modern-day Parent-Teacher 
Association.	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against abusive labor situations; establishing widows’ pensions; reforming the juvenile 
detention system; agitating for higher teacher salaries—should not be overlooked for 
their contribution to the health and well-being of children and women.  However, these 
reforms do not call for a woman’s full liberation, for all of her civic-minded activities; 
rather, these reforms call for a better-educated mother, in some ways a 
professionalization of motherhood, so that women could securely remain in this 
traditional role, and better serve their children (the citizens of the future) and their nation.  
The Congress itself resurrects and depends on the ideals of Republican Motherhood, and 
the annual Reports of the National Congress of Mothers trumpet both the reformist 
successes of the Congress but also reassure readers that these reforms in no way upset the 
traditional role of mother; rather, these civic reforms act as a patriotic, stabilizing 
influence on women, men, children, and the nation.  
 The mother’s job, as a woman and as a citizen, is to devote herself to improving 
conditions not for women but for children.  Women are encouraged to improve their lot 
not so that they can exercise their own rights as individuals, but so that they can better 
serve their children, and hence the nation.  Indeed, in its report from 1916, Mrs. Frederic 
Schoff, President of the National Congress, urges, “Let the Parent-Teacher Association 
confine itself to its own single high purpose, that of bettering conditions for ‘citizens in 
the making’” (141).  In order to achieve this lofty goal, women must reject the 
temptations of life outside of the home and instead embrace her highest calling.  In her 
call for mothers’ pensions, Mrs. Schoff opines, “A working mother with the best 
qualifications for being a good mother to her children, cannot exercise her powers when 
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she is absent most of the daylight hours and must work far into the night to keep the roof 
over their heads.  The state has decided that her service to the children is more important 
than her service as a wage-earner” (143).  When The New York Times reported on the 
Congress’s Child Welfare Campaign, it made plain that these reforms served a sweeping 
national purpose: “Believing that by improving the children, the Nation will be brought to 
a state of perfection, the National Congress of Mothers is just starting a country-wide 
campaign of ‘child welfare,’ the slogan of which will be ‘better babies, better parents, 
better country’” (“Better Babies Their Aim”). 
 In his speech to this body in 1905 entitled “On American Motherhood,” Theodore 
Roosevelt (who acted as the chairman of the Advisory Council of the National Congress 
of Mothers from 1900-1919) invokes the Republican Mother in order to emphasize both a 
woman’s patriotic duty to her country and her eugenic duty to upholding the health of the 
race.  Cognizant that he was speaking during a time of rapid change, Roosevelt, in his 
speech to the National Congress of Mothers, emphasized the stability the mother could 
provide amidst all of this change: “There are certain old truths which will be true as long 
as this world endures, and which no amount of progress can alter.  One of these is the 
truth that… the primary duty of the woman is to be the helpmate, the housewife, and 
mother.  The woman should have ample education advances [which was one of the 
primary missions of the Congress]; but save in exceptional cases the man must be, and 
she need not be, and generally ought not to be, trained for a lifelong career” (“On 
American Motherhood”).  Roosevelt insists that different roles do not result in inequality; 
rather, he acknowledges simply a “dissimilarity of function” between men and women. 
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He proceeds to flatter this body of mothers when he divulges that he considers “the duty 
of the woman the more important, the more difficult, and the more honorable of the two” 
and the one who “is entitled to our respect as is no one else.”    
 Although Roosevelt mentions “the vital question of national life” and closes his 
speech by claiming that the mother’s “work lies at the foundation of all national 
happiness and greatness,” his speech largely fails to give the collected mothers a way to 
conceive of themselves as citizens in the 20th century.  In “On American Motherhood,” 
Roosevelt constructs motherhood as difficult, honorable, and necessary to the moral 
health of the child and the nation, but this version of motherhood involves very little civic 
participation and indeed encourages mothers to acknowledge instead their eugenic 
responsibilities to the race as representing their primary civic responsibility to the nation.  
Roosevelt decries the corrosive effects of divorce and warns women to resist the 
temptations embodied in the figure of the New Woman, but reserves his sharpest scorn 
for the woman who refuses to adopt the holy mantle of motherhood.  In his speech, 
Roosevelt declares that the “woman who deliberately foregoes these blessings 
[children]… why, such a creature merits contempt as hearty as any visited upon the 
soldier who runs away in battle…. The existence of women of this type forms one of the 
most unpleasant and unwholesome features of modern life.”  Failure to become a mother 
of stout and right-minded citizens of the future reflects not just a personal selfishness, but 
to Roosevelt becomes traitorous in its abdication of one’s duties to the State and the race.  
On the other hand, the reward to American mothers, who sacrificed and served, was no 
less than “the highest and holiest joy known to mankind… [for] all people … shall rise up 
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and call her blessed.”  The National Congress of Mothers’ goals, and Roosevelt’s 
codification of them, represent variations on the ideal of the Republican Mother, a figure 
who devotes herself to the nation through her children, and a woman whose claim to 
citizenship is achieved through her role as a mother.   
In England, the Endowment of Motherhood debate elicited similar responses that 
weighed women’s desires for enfranchisement against their national and reproductive 
duties.14  Despite his wholehearted rejection of Roosevelt’s views, and his portrayal of 
Roosevelt as a eugenic alarmist beating a drum of obedience to the State, English 
socialist H. G. Wells15 comes dangerously close to echoing Roosevelt’s construction of 
patriotic motherhood in his own arguments in favor of state-funded motherhood.  In his 
chapter “The Endowment of Motherhood” from An Englishman Looks at the World: 
Being a Series of Unrestrained Remarks upon Contemporary Matters (1914) and in his 
numerous columns for The Freewoman, Wells, while providing various economic 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  The various economic proposals regarding an endowment for mothers will not be my focus 
here; for an in-depth discussion of these, one could read Lucy Delap’s chapter on “The 
Endowment of Motherhood Controversy” in The Feminist Avant-Garde.  For the purposes of my 
study, I use Delap’s broad definition of endowment as “a sum paid directly to the mother in case 
or kind by the state,” and focus particularly on the Fabian-Socialist support of this plan, as 
articulated by H. G. Wells (183). 
15 I chose Wells as the spokesperson for this scheme for several reasons.  Wells himself felt 
passionately about the State Endowment of Motherhood, so much so that he declared that he 
would “[stake] his reputation for intelligence” upon his argument in favor of Endowment 
(Marsden).  In a lively debate that spans several issues of The Freewoman in 1912, Wells offers 
himself up as the spokesperson for Endowment, taking on, point-by-point, Dora Marsden’s 
lengthy and detailed questions about the specific nature of, execution of, and philosophy behind 
State Endowment. Wells was also involved with Rebecca West at time of this debate, an 
involvement that I will pursue in more detail in Chapter 2. 
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proposals regarding the endowment of motherhood, illustrates my point that even radical 
social theorists and thinkers evidenced an inability to move beyond a construction of 
citizenship for women that relied on the ideal of the Republican Mother, an intellectual 
shortcoming Wells himself admits to and is trapped by.  Wells’ socialism ultimately fails 
to liberate women from their (acknowledged) subjection in the family, and indeed re-
roots women in the role of State-supporting and State-supported motherhood.  Although 
Wells was a socialist, his arguments for the endowment rely on the republican-
democratic construction of the mother in relation to the state, an equation that Goldman 
will trouble with her vision of free motherhood. 
Wells’ support of an Endowment for Motherhood project, while seemingly radical 
in its aims, only resurrects eugenic and classist claims that point up the limitations of 
many of these philosophical constructions (Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Roosevelt also 
wrote disturbingly eugenicist tracts).  To Wells, an Endowment of Motherhood project 
would not support all mothers equally, and would certainly not become a welfare state: 
“Be it remembered, we do not want any children; we want good-quality children” (An 
Englishman 232).  While Wells does not put too fine a point on it, his “good quality” 
child, while racially indeterminate, belongs to a certain class, and is definitely not poor.  
Mothers would “receive [payments] in proportions varying with the health and general 
quality of their children,” and the amount to be paid to each mother would match her 
class standing (“People of that excellent class which spends over a hundred a year on 
each child ought to get about that much from the State, and people of the class which 
spends five shillings a week per head on them would get about that, and so on”), which, 
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of course, was largely reliant on and determined by her husband’s role in public life (An 
Englishman 232).   
The Endowment of Motherhood plan represents the type of State involvement in 
the life of the family and in the lives of women that Goldman would find deeply and 
wholly repugnant, and would cause her instead to advocate for freedom from marriage, 
access to birth control, and legalized abortion.  Wells himself, however, sees this 
relationship between woman and State as utterly unobjectionable, and sees the plan of 
Endowment for Motherhood itself as an example of a program that “offers a minimum 
chance of meddlesome interference with people's lives”: 
I believe firmly that some such arrangement is absolutely necessary to the 
continuous development of the modern State.  These proposals arise so 
obviously out of the needs of our time that I cannot understand any really 
intelligent opposition to them. …  It is most important that our good-class 
families should be endowed….  To endow poor and bad-class motherhood 
and leave other people severely alone would be a proceeding… supremely 
idiotic, … [and] harmful to our national quality. …  [I]f it [raising a 
“good-quality family”] is a public service, then the parent is justified in 
looking to the State to recognise that service and offer some compensation 
for the worldly disadvantages it entails.  He … is doing the State the most 
precious service in the world by rearing and educating a family, and … the 
State has become his debtor.  (An Englishman 233, 231)  
 
Wells’ materially remunerated, state-supported mother is the closest he comes to 
imagining a new form of Female Citizenship, yet his conception of the State-funded 
mother fails to re-imagine her role at all.  The mother, in her reproductive function, 
reproduces the boundaries and values of the State.  This is no new concept of citizenship 
for women; rather, Wells’ feminine citizenship depends wholly on a woman’s identity as 
a relational being.  Her class standing is dependent on her husband; her financial 
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remuneration for her offspring is based on this class standing; and her service to the State 
is rendered not through her own actions but through her genetic and social influence on 
her child.  Her social and financial value is determined by a State evaluation of her 
offspring and their worth, quite literally and in the crudest possible sense, and their value 
lies in their physical and mental fitness.  Wells’ eugenic tendencies only find 
amplification in his chapter on the Ideal Modern Citizen: the obese are not ideal citizens, 
nor are enervated, emaciated men; the effeminate are not ideal citizens, nor are the hyper-
masculine; the man slavishly devoted to the pursuit and accumulation of money is not the 
ideal citizen, and certainly the poor man is not.  The mother, then, is responsible for 
producing the man of moderation, clean of mind and body, comfortable with his role in 
society and his service to the State, yet curious and able enough to pursue his own 
individual interests and proclivities.  She is responsible for reflecting the values of the 
socialist State in her children, and for reproducing the contours of acceptable thought and 
citizenship. 
Wells, in imagining the Great Socialist State, can imagine the lives of everyone 
but mothers in their new liberated forms.  Indeed, Wells comes to see the role of the 
mother in the new Great State “the most difficult of all our problems,” and stops just 
short of suggesting that motherhood, because of its importance to the State, is a necessary 
subjection that women must accept because nothing else a woman could do would ever 
equal in importance her role as mother (129).  Lucy Delap supports my point that Wells 
was unable to conceive of a free female citizen, and notes that he “saw motherhood, or 
femininity in general, as inimical to citizenship.  This recalls some long-standing 
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weaknesses in socialist thought from the feminist perspective… [and] [t]he endowment 
literature tended to reproduce this weakness” (192).  As different as their underlying 
philosophies are, for the socialist Wells, as for the Nationalist Roosevelt, the relationship 
between motherhood and citizenship, motherhood and the State (be is socialist or 
capitalist), is clear: a woman’s duty to her country is fulfilled by bearing and rearing 
right-minded and civic-oriented citizens, and for this she will be rewarded either 
economically or symbolically by the State she serves.  The economic and social super-
structure surrounding the mother might change in each of these concepts, but each 
concept of motherhood understands her not as an individual but as a servant to and 
supporter of the State.  
 Maternalism and suffragism also invoked the mother in their reformist 
philosophies, but again largely promised a version of motherhood and female citizenship 
that was deferential, compliant with the State, and devoted to upholding the established 
order.  Suffragists in both England and America traded on the idea of a compliant, state-
supporting female voter in their fight for the vote, and promised to be obedient to the 
State and supportive of its values in order to become fully enfranchised members of it.  
As Estelle Freedman writes in her chapter on “The Global Stage and the Politics of 
Location” in No Turning Back, some women, in agitating for their rights at the end of the 
19th century, employed a conciliatory strategy in an attempt to gain full freedoms and 
citizenship.  Says Freedman, “[J]ust as American women called for suffrage to counteract 
African American and immigrant male voters, British suffragettes incorporated the 
language of white racial superiority.  As ‘mothers of the race,’ they argued, white women 
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needed the vote to support the work of imperialism” (98, emphasis mine).  So if 
motherhood was, as Freedman argues elsewhere, a route to citizenship for women, it was 
a promised compliant citizenry.  Mothers, by promising their continued, and indeed, 
strengthened support of imperialism as full citizens, in a way bartered their political 
independence, bartered their prerogative to challenge, examine, and reshape the State.   
 Maternalism, which is best understood as a discourse that “exalted women’s 
capacity to mother and applied to society as a whole the values attached to that role,” also 
grounds its arguments in a traditional understanding of women and their roles as mothers 
(Koven 4).  Whether attached to nationalist, socialist, or other reformist movements, 
maternalism itself primarily “focused on initiatives and policies that would keep women 
home, such as increasing male wages” (Kinser 55); indeed, The National Congress of 
Mothers, Roosevelt, and Wells all draw on maternalist rhetoric.  In many ways, although 
maternalism pushed for reforms in the public sector, it simultaneously revived the 
separate spheres discourse; for all of its reformist values, maternalism in many ways 
continued—and continues—to essentialize motherhood in firmly defining what it means 
to be a mother. 
 Even a radical reformer like Kate O’Hare, a maternalist and socialist arrested and 
put on trial for her pacifist activism, fought her battles not to challenge an essentialized 
view of motherhood, but instead embraced this essentializing tendency and sought to 
replace the male, militarist, capitalist values of the State with maternal, pacifist, socialist 
values of a State.  Like Goldman, she was arrested, charged with violating the Espionage 
Act, and imprisoned; like Goldman, with whom she at one point shared a prison cell, and 
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with whom she became friends, she recognized motherhood as central to challenge the 
authority of capitalism.  Goldman enjoyed a warm friendship with O’Hare, and O’Hare 
once called Goldman “a tender, cosmic mother,” but Goldman departed from O’Hare in 
her attitude toward the possibility of a non-coercive State (Drinnon, Rebel 150).  For 
Goldman, the State itself was corrupt, be it capitalist or socialist, be it controlled by men 
or women, and must be challenged by a free mother whose relationship to it is not 
compliant but utterly antagonistic.  Alice Wexler articulates this point nicely: “In 
opposition to suffragists, who looked to the vote to empower women, and socialists, who 
hoped that the abolition of capitalism would strengthen traditional institutions of 
marriage, family, and motherhood… Goldman took a far more critical stand, insisting on 
the ways in which women were victimized by all these institutions: imprisoned in the 
home, thwarted by motherhood, made dull and dependent by marriage, deluded by the 
notion that voting conferred any real power” (193). 
 It is these discourses of motherhood that Emma Goldman intervenes in and 
upsets.  Although Goldman denounces marriage as “a terrible feti[s]h” and the home as a 
“modern prison with golden bars,” she regards the child as “the most important social 
issue” and motherhood as a woman’s “most glorious privilege, the right to give birth to a 
child” (“Woman Suffrage” 196; “The Tragedy of Woman’s Emancipation” 222).  Yet at 
the same time, Goldman likens the home to the State in its demands for deference and 
servitude from women, and suggests that a free motherhood would not only free women 
but also shift the cultural and political landscape.  Deeply misunderstood in both her time 
and ours, Emma Goldman’s concept of motherhood and citizenship completely reworks a 
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woman’s relationship to the State, and remains a vital and instructive vision of female 
citizenship that address the ways in which contemporary society fails to challenge 
endemic, structural, institutional forms of patriarchy embedded in the State, the home, 
and the workplace. 
Emma Goldman’s Free Motherhood:  
Re-writing Motherhood, Destroying the State 
 Although all of the discourses examined so far construct motherhood as 
supporting the State in its aims, one strain of motherhood in social thought and modernist 
literature that has been overlooked is the anarchic, or free, mother. Amid these 
transnational debates about women’s role and duties to themselves and the state, fueled 
by the struggle for women’s suffrage and the colossal social changes ushered in at the 
dawn of the twentieth century, in the modernist period we see the working out of these 
questions regarding citizenship and the State through the figure of a new mother, one 
who does not necessarily concede to the demands of a Republic, but who instead 
challenges and dismantles this Republic.  Goldman’s perspective is unique in that she felt 
no compunction to align her views with the dogma of a larger party or movement, and 
because of her direct experience with poverty-stricken, overburdened mothers in her role 
as a midwife.  The position that Goldman puts forth about free motherhood, then, is in 
some ways idiosyncratic, which might explain why it has been overlooked for so long.  I 
would argue that Goldman’s individualist approach to cultural problems afforded her the 
freedom to critique both the institutions that denigrated women, and to critique the 
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suffrage movement that was attempting to liberate women from their social 
powerlessness. 
 In 1897, Goldman would, in two separate essays, make statements that underscore 
the ways in which her philosophy of anarchy depends on, and grows out of, the ideal of 
free motherhood.  In an 1897 interview with the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, entitled “What 
is There in Anarchy for Woman?,” a young Goldman, freshly returned from her 
midwifery studies in Vienna, patiently and plainly argues that anarchy is of more value to 
women “than to anyone else” because it promises “everything which she has not—
freedom and equality.”  When the reporter (who, in the printed article itself, spends an 
inordinate amount of space detailing the style of Goldman’s hair and dress, and 
patronizingly refers to Goldman as “the fair little Anarchist” whose “pretty… head… 
[was] crowned with soft brown hair”) pushes Goldman, and claims specifically that 
anarchism would destroy “the ideal home life, and all that now surrounds the mother,” 
Goldman laughs and adumbrates all of the ways in which the “ideal home life” is itself a 
useful fiction that enslaves women to their husbands, their children, and to an economic 
system.  Goldman’s essays and lectures on motherhood that followed aimed to tear “the 
mask from the lying face of our smug and self-satisfied society” and “off the lying face of 
motherhood,” and then effect real social change that would alter the conditions of society 
materially, socially, conventionally, and permanently (“Victims of Morality,” SS 161). 
 In her 1897 article “Marriage,” Goldman returns to the idea that anarchism is of 
especial service to women and pushes this concept even further, arguing that free 
motherhood is not a result of but a precondition of the ideal anarchist society.  Women 
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cannot wait for reformist or radical movements—including anarchism—to free them.  
Instead, women must themselves first undergo a radical, private revolution in which they 
totally re-conceive of themselves, and only then is the freedom anarchy promises 
possible.  She writes, “Do not tell me that all this can only be accomplished under 
Anarchy; this is entirely wrong.  If we want to accomplish Anarchy, we must first have 
free women at least….  And unless we have free women, we cannot have free mothers, 
and if mothers are not free, we cannot expect the young generation to assist us in the 
accomplishment of our aim, that is the establishment of an Anarchist society” (250).  This 
is a remarkable statement, both in the way it positions women as crucial to the realization 
of an anarchist society, and in the way in which it adumbrates the multifaceted powers of 
the free mother.  The free mother here acts as a lynchpin; without her, the new society 
anarchy promises, one which challenges the authority of capitalism, religion, and the 
State, is impossible to establish, and impossible to perpetuate.  Anarchy, in short, 
requires free motherhood.  The private revolution of women must precede the public 
revolution of anarchy.  Free motherhood is not an outcome or promise of the anarchic 
society: it is instead the basis of it.   
 Through a close reading of various essays Goldman published during her lifetime, 
one can begin to piece together detailed portrait of the free mother and her duties to 
herself, her offspring, and her society.  Contrary to the limited understanding of free 
motherhood as simply voluntary motherhood (i.e., mothers who have access to birth 
control and participate in family planning), Goldman’s free motherhood involves not only 
control over one’s reproductive faculties but also embodies the ideals necessary to 
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establish a free anarchist society.  We might summarize the aspects of Goldman’s free 
mother as follows: she demands control over her reproductive capacities, in the form of 
easy access to birth control, abortion, and family planning; she embodies the ideals not of 
promiscuity but of free love, choosing sexual partners based on their emotional, physical, 
and sexual fitness for her and not on their economic or class standing; she creates, 
models, and participates in a society that is fluid and cooperative, and, essentially, a 
potent alternative to the capitalist State; she poses a challenge to all patriarchal 
institutions, and exposes the ways in which the State is erected on a structural forms of 
patriarchal assumptions and values; and, finally, she refuses to pass on patriarchal 
assumptions and values to her children, instead raising and educating children who value 
freedom and question authority.  In this way, Goldman’s free mother is the force that can 
disrupt the State and all of its cultural manifestations and embodiments.  In this last 
section of my chapter, I will delve into this figure in greater detail, in the process 
examining the ways in which Goldman deployed the ideal of free motherhood as a way to 
grant herself, a childless woman, access to the creative forces she ascribes to this figure.  
In the process, I hope to make the case for Goldman as both a figure important to 
modernist thought and to today’s feminism.   
 For Goldman, the first step in realizing free motherhood consisted of destroying 
the idealized sense of motherhood, which was perhaps her biggest challenge.  Goldman 
announces her intention to do so when she writes: 
Motherhood to-day is on the lips of every penny-a-liner, every social patch-
worker and political climber.  It is so much prated about that one is led to 
believe that motherhood, in its present condition, is a force for good.  It 
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therefore required a free spirit combined with great dramatic power to tear 
the mask off the lying face of motherhood, that we may see that, whatever 
its possibilities in a free future, motherhood is to-day a sickly tree setting 
forth diseased branches.  For its sake thousands of women are being 
sacrificed and children sent into a cold and barren world without the 
slightest provision for their physical and mental needs.  (SS 161) 
 
The form of motherhood Goldman despises and criticizes is motherhood as it is lived 
under the weight of institutions of State control.  Goldman reveals the ways in which the 
capitalist, patriarchal state praises motherhood while simultaneously erecting a society 
that depends on women’s economic and sexual subservience.  This diminished form of 
motherhood holds women in thrall to the State and renders them powerless to challenge 
the economic and ideological demands placed upon her.  But here Goldman calls for 
more than a shift in economic systems, but also a shift in cultural beliefs, and therefore 
she marshals the power of literature and drama to help her advance her aims.16   
Goldman founded her anarchist magazine Mother Earth (1906-1917) on the idea 
of a new, radical vision of motherhood that would not only liberate women but would 
reshape society itself by calling into question the authority of society’s most powerful 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	  It is telling that this excerpt comes from her one full-length published study of literature, The 
Social Significance of Modern Drama (1914).  Goldman, moreso than perhaps any of her fellow 
anarchists, recognized and embraced the power of literature to challenge the accepted mores of 
society, and saw literature as necessary to achieving her vision.  Alexander Berkman, upon his 
release from prison, was alarmed to find that Goldman’s attentions now included art, aesthetics, 
and feminism; he privately accused her of an irresponsible dilettantism: “her wider interests 
antagonize my old revolutionary traditions…. Her friends and admirers crowd her home and turn 
it into a sort of salon.  They talk art and literature” (Brody xxviii).  Miriam Brody avers that, 
“Aesthetic passion was as real to [Goldman] as sexual response” (xxviii).  Goldman’s lectures on 
“literature, birth control, and women” refused to discriminate between these concerns: indeed, 
Goldman’s anarchist vision encompassed any effort to challenge the monolithic institutional and 
cultural forces that controlled people in general but women in particular, and she harnessed the 
power of culture in her magazine, Mother Earth. 	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institutions.  Indeed, the figure of the free mother is central to her social philosophy 
because the mother touches on so many aspects of life that required change: the economic 
realm, the sexual realm, and the domestic realm (or, put more simply, the State, the 
Church, and Marriage).  All of these institutions did then and do today attempt to order 
women’s lives in ways that reproduce the values of the institutions themselves; in this 
way, the institution of motherhood is implicated in the repressive and regressive policies 
of the social institutions at which anarchists took aim.  As Susan E. Chase writes in “The 
Institution and Experience of Motherhood,” “The institution of motherhood is integral, 
[Adrienne] Rich claims, to the functioning of society as a whole….  In other words, by 
subordinating herself to husband, doctors, religious and political leaders, and suppressing 
her own needs… the ‘good’ mother supports the dictates of traditional religions and the 
medical profession, and supplies the nation with well-socialized, productive citizens.  
Indeed, the institution of motherhood is pivotal to the survival of other institutions” (61).  
Restructuring and reimagining motherhood, then, was not only a way to achieve what 
Goldman thought of as “true emancipation” for women (or as “emancipation from their 
current emancipation”); re-imagining and restructuring the institution of motherhood 
represented a vital and thorough attempt to simultaneously reimagine and restructure the 
institutions that controlled the economic, sexual, and moral lives of all citizens (“The 
Tragedy” 225). 
One need only read the first several issues of Mother Earth to see the ways in 
which Goldman develops and deploys this complicated vision of free motherhood that 
works as both a feminist and anarchist ideal.  In the foreword to the very first issue of 
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Mother Earth, Goldman reflects on the metaphor of mother earth, and explicates its 
relation to both the women’s movement and to anarchy.  In explaining the title of her 
magazine, Goldman imagines a prelapsarian time, before the erection of religious and 
governmental edifices, during which individuals operated in communion with their 
surroundings and with one another.  Goldman deploys the pre-industrial agrarian setting 
because it represents a time before the State.  In this way, she calls not for a rejection of 
modern advances but instead for an acknowledgement that the State and its institutions 
are arbitrary, unnecessary, and exclusively male-constructed; if the State is recognized in 
this new light, its authority over all aspects of life need not be obeyed.  Instead, Mother 
Earth evokes a time before the disruptive structures of state control were erected, and in 
turn encourages a vision of life centered on the ideal of individual freedom and free, 
natural, cooperative organization of its members.   
Mother Earth herself does not need the structures and hierarchies of the State and 
illustrates the ways in which these hierarchies are arbitrary and unnatural.  Goldman 
writes,  
Man issued from the womb of Mother Earth, but he knew it not, nor 
recognized her, to whom he owed his life.  In his egotism he sought an 
explanation of himself in the infinite, and out of his efforts there arose the 
dreary doctrine that he was not related to the Earth, that she was but a 
temporary resting place for his scornful feet and that she held nothing for 
him but temptation to degrade himself.  Interpreters and prophets of the 
infinite sprang into being, creating the "Great Beyond" and proclaiming 
Heaven and Hell, between which stood the poor, trembling human being, 
tormented by that priest-born monster, Conscience.…  But if the priests 
decried the Earth, there were others who found in it a source of power and 
who took possession of it.  Then it happened that the autocrats at the gates 
of Heaven joined forces with the powers that had taken possession of the 
Earth; and humanity began its aimless, monotonous march.  But the good 
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mother sees the bleeding feet of her children, she hears their moans, and 
she is ever calling to them that she is theirs.  (“Mother Earth” 1, 2) 
 
Mother Earth, then, represents a natural order before man introduced the twin spooks of 
religion and government; she is the natural society from which we have been violently 
separated by the institutions of the unnatural State; by dualisms; by ideologies that create 
and denigrate difference among people and peoples.  The effort to create institutions that 
dominate women in general and the mother in particular is defined as a male one.  
Goldman’s call to return to mother earth is not a call to return to ecological purity or an 
agrarian order, since she rarely makes this a focus of her philosophy; instead, she 
suggests, quite radically, that the State created by man is an inherently patriarchal 
structure that inherently denigrates women (Catharine MacKinnon, in Towards a 
Feminist Theory of the State, would agree).  In short, she shows the ways in which 
patriarchal values are embedded and embodied in the State and its institutions, and 
reveals the structural sexism that undergirds the State.  This goes a long way toward 
explaining Goldman’s anti-suffrage stance: suffrage codifies the State and its values and 
asks to be a part of them through voluntary participation (the vote), whereas Goldman’s 
anarchism challenges the State and its authority at its roots.  Mother Earth, both the 
magazine and the idealized society she represents, is a home to “those who strive for 
something higher, weary of the commonplace; to those who feel that stagnation is a 
deadweight on the firm and elastic step of progress; to those who breathe freely only in 
limitless space; to those who long for the tender shade of a new dawn for a humanity free 
from the dread of want, the dread of starvation in the face of mountains of riches.  The 
Earth free for the free individual!” (“Mother Earth” 3).  The competitive, capitalist, 
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moralistic patriarchal state must, in short, be replaced by the example that the 
cooperative, anarchist, maternal society here offers.  
 But Goldman is not content to limit her concept of motherhood to this wholly 
philosophical ideal; she brings motherhood to bear on the practical social concerns of her 
day.  Goldman does not simply use the concept of the free mother to advocate for birth 
control and reproductive freedoms, as some scholars have averred (although this is, of 
course, part of her mission).  Instead, Goldman creates and deploys the image of the free 
mother as a way to attack concepts like the Republican mother and simultaneously to take 
suffragists to task for abandoning the figure of the mother as a source of power.  It is 
through the free mother that Goldman unites the philosophical and the practical and 
provides a model for radical and fundamental social change that remains relevant to 
feminism today. 
 In her first essay for Mother Earth, the incendiary and commonly misunderstood 
“The Tragedy of Women’s Emancipation,” Goldman demonstrates the ways in which 
suffragists and New Women inadvertently limited women’s individual powers of self-
expression by neglecting to re-imagine motherhood.  Indeed, she accuses suffragists of 
adopting a reactionary stance, and therefore imagining only a dry, paltry, half-lived life 
for women: in abandoning the home for the workplace, Goldman accuses the suffragists 
of exchanging one form of narrowness for another.  If structures remain the same, and 
women have simply gained institutions hitherto denied them, then women have simply 
exchanged “the narrowness and lack of freedom of the home… for the narrowness and 
lack of freedom of the… office” (“The Tragedy” 216).	  	  Only a complete reorganization 
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of social life will lead to “[p]eace and harmony between the sexes and individuals” (219).  
This does “not necessarily depend on a superficial equalization of human beings; nor 
does it call for the elimination of individual traits or peculiarities.  The problem that 
confronts us, to-day, and which the nearest future is to solve, is how to be oneself, and 
yet in oneness with others, to feel deeply with all human beings and still retain one's own 
innate qualities” (219-220).  To Goldman, most –isms, in re-evaluating social life, insist 
on an alternate order that, while differing from what came before, is similarly rigid and 
dogmatic in its roles and demands;17 suffragism, too, in rejecting the old, fails to 
transcend the limits of binary thinking.  According to Goldman, the tragedy of women’s 
emancipation lies in not “too many, but too few experiences,” and she takes pains to 
illustrate the ways in which new ideals such as the New Woman or the professional 
woman fail to allow individuals to flourish, largely because these new emblems fail to 
dis-engage women from the state, and fail to imagine motherhood as part of a full and 
inclusive experience of personhood (“The Tragedy” 223). 	  
 Goldman’s vision of free motherhood is built on the ideal of the individual: 
“Emancipation should make it possible for her to be human in the truest sense. 
Everything within her that craves assertion and activity should reach expression; and all 
artificial barriers should be broken and the road towards greater freedom cleared of every 
trace of centuries of submission and slavery” (“The Tragedy” 220).  Specifically, 
Goldman claims that, in moving women from the private sphere into the public, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  This is also the basis of Elisabeth Badinter’s critique of contemporary eco-feminism in The 
Conflict: How Modern Motherhood Undermines the Status of Women (2012). 
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suffragists have insufficiently re-imagined life for women, and subsequently women’s 
rights groups failed to allow women the varieties of experience that love and motherhood 
bring.  Although Goldman concedes that full, meaningful emancipation “was the original 
aim of the movement for woman's emancipation[,]… the results so far achieved have 
isolated woman and have robbed her of the fountain springs of that happiness which is so 
essential to her” (“The Tragedy” 220).  
 To Goldman, “the fountain springs of happiness” are found in free sexual 
expression and free motherhood, both of which, in order to be truly free, need to be 
unhitched from the confines of state- and church- sanctified marriage and freed from the 
dictates of conventional morality: 
 The narrowness of the existing conception of woman's independence and 
 emancipation; the dread of love for a man who is not her social equal; the 
 fear that love will rob her of her freedom and independence, the horror 
 that love or the joy of motherhood will only hinder her in the full exercise 
 of her profession--all these together make of the emancipated modern 
 woman a compulsory vestal, before whom life, with its great clarifying 
 sorrows and its deep, entrancing joys, rolls on without touching or 
 gripping her soul. 
 Emancipation as understood by the majority of its adherents and 
 exponents, is of too narrow a scope to permit the boundless joy and 
 ecstasy contained in the deep emotion of the true woman, sweetheart, 
 mother, freedom. 
 The tragedy of the self-supporting or economically free woman 
 does not consist of too many, but of too few experiences. True, she 
 surpasses her sister of past generations in knowledge of the world and 
 human nature; and it is because of that that she feels deeply the lack of 
 life's essence, which alone can enrich the human soul and without which 
 the majority of women have become mere automatons. (223-224) 
 
It is these claims that have caused many feminists to distance themselves from Goldman, 
or to claim she endorses a model of difference feminism that insists on tying women to 
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their biological functions.  Yet nothing could be further from the truth.  What Goldman, 
in this essay and others, does do is embrace motherhood rather than reject it, and indeed 
shows the ways in which feminism cannot succeed until it has found a place of liberation 
for mothers; this claim is as relevant to us today, in the 21st century, with our bookstores 
glutted with tomes devoted to the work-life conundrum, as it was at the dawn of the 20th.  
Lumsden, like the thinkers Goldman critiques, falls into the same trap that binary 
thinking produces: since Goldman valorizes motherhood, and since she points up the 
limits of suffragism, Lumsden assumes that Goldman correspondingly denigrates 
women’s entry into the public realm.  When Goldman claims that “woman is confronted 
with the necessity of emancipation from emancipation, if she really desires to be free,” 
she speaks to thinkers like Lumsden, and thinkers like Wells, who fail to thoroughly re-
imagine the contours of social life that would allow women to experience public life, and 
private life, professional life, and motherhood, and not have any one experience preclude 
or exclude the other (“The Tragedy” 221).  What Roosevelt and Wells, and scholars like 
Lumsden, fail to do is imagine motherhood outside of the bounds of marriage, and 
outside the borders of the State.  When Goldman writes that “Merely external 
emancipation has made of woman an artificial being,” she is speaking to the paucity of 
imagination embodied in other visions of free womanhood, visions which, as we have 
seen, while they may place women outside the home, fail to do the same for mothers, 
visions which allow women to enter the artificial, male-constructed institutions without 
reshaping the contours of these institutions (“The Tragedy” 220). 
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Goldman applauds the opening up of the public sphere to women and of course 
endorses the advances of women in the professions, but she claims women, upon their 
entry into the public life, have not reformed the State that has hitherto oppressed them but 
instead capitulated to its capitalist, Christian, and conventional demands (this is the part 
of the argument that scholars such as Lumsden miss; Goldman might not have been a 
suffragist, but she was clearly a feminist).  Indeed, to Goldman, destroying the ideal of 
feminine citizenship that developed out of social concepts of Republican Motherhood or 
patriotic motherhood became the first step in liberating women of the 20th century.  
Goldman, “[a]lienated from the women’s movement of her own time by its concentration 
on the suffrage issue,” was nevertheless a feminist who sought to liberate women totally, 
from conventional morality and the demands of the State and all of its manifestations, 
and the way to do this was by reimagining motherhood (Burstein 35).   
Indeed, motherhood illustrates all of Goldman’s main points of divergence from 
suffragism: Goldman accuses suffragism of abandoning the power and potential of 
motherhood, instead focusing on inclusion and participation in a State that has 
historically denigrated and denied them influence.  The vote, to Goldman, represents a 
capitulation to the State, an acceptance of things as they are and not a challenge to the 
small-minded morality that the State demands and legally enforces.  In her essay 
“Victims of Morality” (1913), Goldman concerns herself with “the effect of Morality 
upon women…. So disastrous, so paralyzing has this effect been, that some even of the 
most advanced among my sisters never thoroughly outgrew it.”  Goldman adumbrates the 
ways in which State-created and –enforced Morality creates three limited and limiting 
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roles for women: “the position of a celibate, a prostitute, or a reckless, incessant breeder 
of hapless children.”18  It is not, as scholars like Lumsden would have us believe, the 
woman herself that Goldman condemns; it is the society that so stringently and stingily 
defines what it means to be a good woman that deserves scorn and condemnation.19  The 
mother is the victim of morality that Goldman saves for last in her essay, and she 
hyperbolically asks, “Is there indeed anything more terrible, more criminal, than our 
glorified sacred function of motherhood?”  What Goldman here condemns is the society 
that denies women access to safe and affordable birth control, and the society that insists 
that she have children within the confines of marriage, an institution that Goldman sees 
nothing more than an economic arrangement, or an “insurance pact” (“Marriage and 
Love” 234).  Further, she recognizes marriage as complicit with the State and in the ways 
in which it limits women’s choices and possibilities.  Goldman laments the fate of the 
“woman, economically taxed to the very last spark of energy, yet forced to breed; the 
woman, tied to a man she loathes, whose very sight fills her with horror, yet made to 
breed…. What a hideous thing, this much-lauded motherhood!”  What creates this type of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18	  We hear these sentiments echoed in Mina Loy’s 1914 “Feminist Manifesto,” in which she 
claims that women must “[c]ease to place your confidence in economic legislation, vice- crusades 
& uniform education—you are glossing over Reality…. There is no half-measure—NO 
scratching on the surface of the rubbish heap of tradition, will bring about Reform, the only 
method is Absolute Demolition…. The first illusion it is to your interest to demolish is the 
division of women into two classes[:]  the mistress, & the mother” (91,92).  
19 If we wondered whether Goldman’s critique is still valid in today’s society, one has only to 
recall the coverage Rush Limbaugh received when he deemed a young woman advocating for 
birth control coverage a “slut.” 
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hide-bound, economically-crippled, physically-imprisoned motherhood is not the will of 
women but the “cruel imposition of the spook of Morality.”   
The type of motherhood created by obedience to common morality is a far cry 
from the free motherhood that Goldman espouses because it represents not the free 
flourishing of a woman’s deepest nature and widest possibilities, but instead represents 
the State’s power over a woman’s body and a woman’s position in society.  What 
Goldman calls for is a motherhood that embodies both “physical and spiritual freedom,” a 
freedom unencumbered by the limited vision and legal demands of the Church, State, and 
Marriage (“Victims”).  Morality, to Goldman, can “only dictate, coerce, and condemn”; if 
women are to achieve free motherhood, they must be able to effect and realize a modern 
motherhood that would reflect both a desire for self-expression through motherhood, and 
a “sense of responsibility and humanity, which was quite foreign to her grandmother” 
(“Victims”).  This last statement shows the way in which Goldman’s anarchism unities 
both individualism and a commitment to social responsibility and harmony.  In 
abandoning the artificial and arbitrary State, one does not have to embrace a Rand-ian 
universe of selfish individualism.  Rather, one can act both in a manner that honors 
individual expression and desires and at the same time acknowledges the need for social 
harmony, justice, and awareness.   
 Through her essays and anarchist philosophy, and by speaking about forms of art 
that offered a thorough-going challenge to institutions of state control, Goldman first 
needed to destroy the potent images of motherhood that had come before; she then 
endeavored to replace the Republican Mother with a new, liberated vision of free 
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motherhood that centered itself on individualism and social responsibility.  “Tear[ing] the 
mask off” republican motherhood was a necessary first step in order to bring forth 
motherhood’s “possibilities in a free future”; Goldman next had to construct an 
ideological alternative to this figure (SS 161).  Note the order in which Goldman lists the 
following decisions that are necessary for women to live in and be active participants in a 
free society:  
First, [woman must assert] herself as a personality, and not as a sex 
commodity.  Second, by refusing the right to anyone over her body; by 
refusing to bear children, unless she wants them; by refusing to be a servant 
to God, the State, society, the husband, the family, etc., by making her life 
simpler, but deeper and richer….  Only that, and not the ballot, will set 
woman free, will make her a force hitherto unknown in the world, a force 
for real love, for peace, for harmony; a force of divine fire, of life-giving; a 
creator of free men and women.  (“Woman Suffrage” 211) 
 
The anarchic, free mother asserts herself, claims her freedom, and enacts a politics of 
refusal or abstention, and in this manner frees herself from the demands of the State and 
Morality.  Goldman here argues that enfranchising women will only bind them more 
closely to the putrid, decaying State, and denounces feminists (such as Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman) as prudes who deny women the satisfaction of real love, and of the “joy of [a 
free, untrammeled] motherhood” (“The Tragedy” 217). Suffragists’ promise to purify 
politics with their influence; to be good; to be sexless if need be, only endorses the 
Morality Goldman found so dangerous, and thereby makes the emergence of a free 
motherhood, and indeed free womanhood, impossible. 
 But what else, specifically, does it mean to be a free mother?  Goldman’s free 
mother acts out of a duty to herself, but is also aware of herself as a “race mother.”  This 
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phrase might, and probably should, give us pause; frequently, invocations of a “race 
conscious” mother end in an endorsement of eugenics.  Goldman, however, clearly and 
decisively rejects eugenic discourse (unlike Gilman, Roosevelt, and Wells); in Mother 
Earth, she printed an essay entitled “The Sterilization of the Unfit” by Peter Kropotkin, 
which was a transcription of a lecture he delivered to the Eugenics Congress in 1912.  In 
this lecture, Kropotkin refuses to endorse the sterilization of the “unfit” for two reasons: 
one, such an act represents perhaps the farthest and most intrusive reach of the State 
possible; and two, by understanding social crimes and problems on a genetic level, the 
State refuses to acknowledge its own role in producing and perpetuating the economic 
conditions and inequalities that lead to crime.20  Goldman’s race consciousness involves 
not a sense of genetic fitness, but instead frees woman from the economic imperative that 
drove the marriage choice.  In “Marriage and Love,” Goldman writes that “Marriage is 
primarily an economic arrangement, an insurance pact….  If… women’s premium is a 
husband, she pays for it with her name, her privacy, her self-respect, her very life ‘until 
death do us part’” (228).  By eliminating financial concerns from the coupling equation, 
woman is free to choose her mate “not [because of] the contents of his pocketbook, but 
[because of] the wealth of his nature….  Nor does she need the sanction of the State.  Her 
love is sanction enough for her.  Thus she can abandon herself to the man of her 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  The criminal is “ ‘a manufactured product,’ a product of society itself” and therefore 
sterilization of the kind proposed “kills all faith in justice, it destroys all sense of mutual 
obligation between society and the individual.”  In order to eradicate social ills, one must not 
sterilize certain “undesirable” elements; instead, society itself must change: “Destroy the slums, 
build healthy dwellings, … and be not afraid, as you often are now, of ‘making Socialism’… and 
you will have improved… the next generation much more than you might have done by any 
amount of sterilization” (Kropotkin 122-123).  
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choice.”21  Woman’s race consciousness replaces her economic consciousness, and 
allows her to choose a mate not because of his social and economic standing but because 
of his intellectual, social, and sexual fitness for her.  Further, race consciousness to 
Goldman acknowledges the “mutual obligation between society and the individual” in 
that the free mother would raise her children to respect not the values of the State but the 
values of a free and socially harmonious ideal built on the idea of mutual aid, 
cooperation, and social and economic justice (Kropotkin 123).  In this way, the free 
mother’s “race consciousness” reveals the ways in which she is essentially anti-capitalist, 
and therein lies one of her threats to the State.   
 But perhaps the free mother’s biggest threat to the State lies in her influence over 
future generations.  All of the theorists considered in this chapter pay special attention to 
the mother’s power over her children and their ideas; this provides the basis for separate 
spheres, and Republican Motherhood.  The Republican Mother’s power lies in her ability 
to transmit and perpetuate the ideals of the State, it is she, Goldman writes, who “instills 
the love of conquest and power into her children; it is she who whispers the glories of 
war into the ears of her little ones” (“Woman Suffrage” 196).  The free mother’s power, 
then, lies in her willingness not to transmit the values of the State but to transmute them; 
she instead passes on the ideals of personal liberty, social harmony, and equality to a new 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Goldman might sound as if she is entrenched in a heterosexual/heteronormative discourse here, 
but I would argue that an examination of the rest of her social philosophy would prove this 
untrue.  Goldman supported homosexual rights alongside of women’s rights, and herself enjoyed 
intimate relations with women that some scholars have suggested were likely homosexual in 
nature.  Here, since she is discussing motherhood, she can, I would argue, be excused for 
discussing heterosexual relationships exclusively.  	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generation of children who in turn will not worship the State, war, or the home, but who 
will instead embrace individualism and an ethos of inclusion and social harmony (196). 
The free mother is a danger to the State, since she will refuse to support it with her body 
or with the body of her offspring, and hence “the defenders of authority dread the advent 
of free motherhood, lest it rob them of their prey” (“Marriage and Love” 237).  Goldman 
regarded the child as “the most important social issue” because “the child has no 
traditions to overcome.  Its mind is not burdened with set ideas, its heart has not grown 
cold with class and caste distinctions” (“Woman Suffrage” 208; “Francisco Ferrer” 154).  
 In the second issue of Mother Earth, Goldman published her essay “The Child 
and its Enemies,” in which she discusses the ways in which “every institution of our day, 
the family the State, our moral codes” collude to conquer a child’s natural sense of both 
individualism and social harmony (7).  Much as Goldman uses the image of Mother Earth 
to show the ways in which state institutions are arbitrary and not divinely ordained, 
Goldman here illustrates the ways in which free mothers have the opportunity to 
challenge all authority by protecting their children from the institutions that yearn to 
cramp and “shape every human being according to one pattern” (7).  In addition to 
claiming her own sense of freedom, the free mother must lay claim to that same freedom 
for her offspring, thereby utterly challenging the authority of the State and its attendant 
institutions.  The State cannot exist without bodies and minds to support it.   
 The free mother, then, demands a fullness of social experiences that Goldman did 
not see reflected in the suffragist efforts of the day: she needed to do more than exchange 
“the narrowness and lack of freedom of the home… for the narrowness and lack of 
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freedom of the… office” so that she could expose her children to the depths and breadth 
of her own fully realized personality (“The Tragedy” 222).  Further, she would be free to 
construct her family as she saw fit, be it by committing herself to the “man of her choice” 
or by constructing a family along different terms and ideals altogether.  Finally, the 
choice to have children must be hers, and in order for this to occur, women would require 
easy and affordable access to birth control and, if necessary, abortion.  Goldman lays out 
this vision in many of her essays; in “Victims” she expresses it as such: 
Through her re-born consciousness as a unit, a personality, a race builder, 
 she will become a mother only if she desires the child, and if she can give 
 to the child, even before its birth, all that her nature and intellect can yield: 
 harmony, health, comfort, beauty, and, above all, understanding, 
 reverence, and love, which is the only fertile soil for new life, a new being. 
   Morality has no terrors for her who has risen beyond good and  
  evil. 
 
Contrary to the claims of scholars like Lumsden, this vision does not call for women to 
limit themselves to their biological function.  Indeed, it does not mandate any strict 
understanding of motherhood.  Instead, it frees women and men to imbue their 
experience of parenthood with all aspects of their personality, and challenges parents to 
teach the next generation not an obedience to the State but instead a responsibility both to 
the self, and to an ideal of social justice.   
 But just as important for my study are the ways in which the magazine Mother 
Earth allowed Goldman to adopt a maternal subject position, to herself become the free 
mother she envisioned.  Although Goldman herself deliberately decided to forego 
biological motherhood, she adopted a distinctly maternal subject position in relation to 
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her ideas, her creative work, and her fellow human beings.  Goldman invented herself 
as—and her peers often responded to her as—a universal mother, which she embraced as 
a radical position.  Rather than serve as a mother to an individual child, she vowed, upon 
leaving the house of her father, that through her ideal she would “find an outlet for my 
mother-need in the love of all children” (LML 46).  Perhaps nowhere is this maternal 
subject position in greater evidence than in her writings about Mother Earth, which she 
referred to as her child throughout her life.  This conceit was an elaborate one: she 
envisioned the magazine as her creative offspring, and saw those who helped bring it into 
existence as the magazine’s “foster parents and a host of others anxious to help in its 
care” (LML 229).  When the original title of the magazine, The Open Road, was 
abandoned because of a threatened copyright lawsuit, Goldman declared that “there was 
nothing for us to do except christen the child differently.  ‘Mother Earth,’ I thought; 
‘why, that’s the name of our child!’… No offspring of flesh and blood could absorb its 
mother as this child of mine had drained me” (LML 230, 359).   I would argue that 
Goldman is using this conceit as more than a handy metaphor; instead, I argue that the 
way Goldman refers to the magazine as her child reveals the ways in which Goldman 
strived to broaden the very concept of motherhood.  Like her definition of anarchy, her 
definition of free motherhood was inclusive and flexible, and could accommodate women 
like herself who, though they did not have biological offspring, devoted themselves to 
creative efforts that were expressed the ideals of freedom, creativity, and the deep ties of 
human fellowship.  In this way, Goldman could consider herself a free mother, and the 
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vehicle through which she challenged the State, taught others to do so as well, and 
through which she reached the apotheosis of her own creativity was Mother Earth. 
Conclusion 
 Does Emma Goldman belong in a study devoted to Modernism?  First, I would 
agree with Bonnie Kime Scott, who, in the Introduction to her latest anthology, cites two 
overlooked spheres of modernist thought that she argues should be included in future 
studies of modernism: the formerly dismissed “traditions associated with women… 
[including] activist agendas” that do not typically conform to the stylistic 
experimentalism of modernism, and the “important transition [period], 1880-1919, that 
included decadent play with sexuality, women’s entry into a counter-public sphere as 
suffragists and socialists,” which she refers to as “the missing era” her anthology reclaims 
(12).  This involves expanding modernism to include a larger understanding of 
“modernity[, which] is much wider than modernist.  It places greater emphasis on 
everyday life and takes an interest in ‘low’ as well as ‘high’ modernist forms” (13).  I 
would argue that Goldman’s philosophy and her journal Mother Earth are part of this 
“missing era,” and deserve to be considered alongside publications such as The Little 
Review, Blast, and The Masses, more commonly accepted vehicles of modernist thought. 	   Mother Earth “combined Goldman’s interest in social and cultural issues”; her 
aim for Mother Earth was to keep it “free from party politics… [and] to voice without 
fear every unpopular progressive cause, and to aim for unity between revolutionary effort 
and artistic expression” (Brody xxxi).  Although her own, private literary tastes 
sometimes put her at odds with the currents of modernism (she bent toward social realism 
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and valued art that directly engaged social problems), she was not nearly as deaf to the 
appeal of modernist works of art as others have portrayed her.  During one of her many 
stays in prison, she found herself grateful for the uninterrupted time it offered her, so she 
could read James Joyce’s latest work, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (LML 346).  
Other anarchists, including her lovers, were often surprised and at times dismayed by her 
tastes in literature, and she in turn was distressed by their unimaginative stances toward 
women’s rights and their indifference “to the new literary forces in the world” (LML 
125).  James Huneker, during a meeting of artists and friends, said to Goldman, “‘I did 
not know you were interested in anything outside of propaganda,’” to which Goldman 
replied, “‘That is because you don’t know anything about anarchism… else you would 
understand that it embraces every phase of life and effort and that it undermines the old, 
outlived values’” (LML 125).  A painter at the gathering echoed Goldman’s sentiments, 
averring that “all creative people must be anarchists… because they need scope and 
freedom for their expression” (LML 126).   Although her lover sought to dismiss 
“pseudo-moderns” with great contempt, Goldman defended their experimentalism and 
innovations as essentially, insuperably, part of an anarchist vision.    
 While Mother Earth was never known for publishing avant-garde, experimentalist 
literature (like The Little Review, edited by her friend and acolyte Margaret Anderson), 
Goldman had certainly hoped it would, and regarded the magazine’s inability to attract 
such works as its primary failing.  Despite this, Richard Drinnon avers that “Mother 
Earth played a significant role in American radicalism… [and] also had some importance 
as a medium of the arts” (Rebel 99).  Indeed, Rebecca West, with whom Goldman was 
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friendly, credits Goldman with introducing American audiences to the works of George 
Bernard Shaw, among other authors.  Her lectures in literature reflected both her sincere 
belief in the power of literature to challenge the authority of the State, as well as her 
desire to mobilize the middle class imagination.  She lived her twin interests in art and 
anarchy in various ways: she was involved with The Progressive Stage Society in 1905, 
which “helped to spearhead the experimental little theatre movement”; she managed the 
Orleneff troupe of actors and dancers in 1905 and 1906; and throughout her life she 
developed friendships with writers and thinkers of the modernist era, including Rebecca 
West, Sherwood Anderson, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Bertrand Russell, Havelock Ellis, 
Edward Carpenter, and Theodore Dresier, most of whom at one point or another 
petitioned for Goldman to be allowed to travel and lecture freely (Carlson v). 
 Goldman’s goals for her magazine also reveal the ways in which she was in touch 
with modernist currents of the time.  She envisioned Mother Earth as a “magazine that 
would combine my social ideas with the young strivings of the various art forms in 
America” and extended an invitation to those artists “who breathe freely only in limitless 
space” (LML 229; “Mother Earth” 3).  Her aims were higher than propaganda; she 
believed in the power of any art that challenged authority and the accepted way of doing 
things, which was certainly literary modernism’s sustaining cry.  Although she would not 
go as far as to embrace art-for-art’s sake (a claim whose validity has effectively been 
challenged by recent scholarship that endeavors to re-ground modernist works in their 
political and cultural contexts), she did not expect contributors to share her creed.  In her 
lecture entitled “Art in Life,” she clarified her position, affirming that, “It does not mean 
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that the artist must hold a definite creed, join an anarchist group or a socialist local” 
(LML 271).  While she personally valued art that directly addressed the social concerns of 
the day, she did not demand this of all art, and when she was attacked by fellow 
anarchists for wasting her time lecturing on art and literature, she angrily replied that 
“‘creative effort which portrays life boldly, earnestly and unafraid, may become more 
dangerous to the present fabric society than the loudest harangue of the soap-box 
speaker’” (Drinnon, Rebel 156).  Contrary to those critics who still ascribe to her 
parochial tastes in literature, she “did not mean to support the exponents of art for 
propaganda’s sake” and instead articulated a motto distinctly friendly to modernist 
thought: “since art speaks a language of its own, a language embracing the entire gamut 
of human emotions, it often sounds meaningless to those whose hearing has been dulled 
by the din of stereotyped phrases” (Drinnon, Rebel 157; SS 4).   
 I hope to show, over the course of the rest of this dissertation, that Goldman’s 
views on the radical possibilities of feminism and motherhood were more influential than 
she has been given credit for: she was a friend of Rebecca West (the subject of Chapter 
2), wrote and lectured extensively about John Galsworthy (the subject of Chapter 3), and 
her argument here outlined prefigures, in very meaningful ways, the argument Virginia 
Woolf will take up in Three Guineas (the subject of Chapter 4).  Even when the other 
writers in my study were not drawing directly from Goldman’s form of anarchism, they 
were, I will show, powerfully influenced by various strands of anarchist philosophy that 
allowed them to point up the limits of suffragism in their own works.  Further, they 
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deploy their own versions of the anarchist mother in their fiction and essays as a figure 
who exposes suffragism’s limits and illustrates a more radical way forward.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
‘Let women make haste to become lions’:22  
The Anarchy of the Unwed Mother in Rebecca West’s Essays and Fiction 
 
 “If motherhood is the highest fulfillment of woman’s nature, what other 
 protection does it need save love and freedom? Marriage but defiles, 
 outrages, and corrupts her fulfillment.  Does it not say to woman, Only when 
 you follow me shall you bring forth life?  Does it not condemn her to the block, 
 does it not degrade and shame her if she refuses to buy her right to motherhood 
 by selling herself?  Does not marriage only sanction motherhood, even though 
 conceived in hatred, in compulsion?”  --Emma Goldman, “Marriage and Love” 
 
  
 “[I]t was far more difficult for Rebecca [West] to be a ‘free mother’ than a 
 ‘free woman.’”  --Justin Kaplan 
 
 
 Rebecca West remains a contentious figure for modernist and feminist scholars 
alike.  Although Time magazine in 1947 declared West “indisputably the world’s No. 1 
woman writer,” and scholar Jane Marcus, in an article marking West’s passing in 1983, 
memorialized her as “the most authoritative voice to have spoken for our sex in this 
century,” West remains on the margins of modernist and feminist scholarship 
(Glendinning 198; Marcus, “A Speaking Sphinx” 154).  Bernard Schweizer bemoans the 
fact that her novels are so seldom taught in colleges and universities, and Bonnie Kime 
Scott and Jane Marcus have attempted to rectify what they see as scholarly neglect of 
West’s innovations as a modernist novelist and critic (they argue that West has been 
overlooked in favor male modernists such as of D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot).   
Certainly, West’s simultaneous intellectual breadth and elusiveness make her a difficult 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  From West’s essay “Women and Wages” (105). 
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subject of study; many scholars feel betrayed by what they identify as West’s late-career 
political conservatism, and cite her 1964 tome The Meaning of Treason as an example of 
a mind “harden[ing]… into zealotry,” understanding it as a disavowal of her early 
radical-left politics (Kaplan). 
 Bonnie Kime Scott and Jane Marcus, through their critical analyses and archival 
efforts, respectively, have done much to restore West’s reputation as a novelist, although 
the critical reputation of her oeuvre remains decidedly mixed.  West herself felt that her 
legacy as a novelist was in danger of becoming unfairly diminished, and at “age 81, [she] 
wrote a long letter to the editor at the Times Literary Supplement, trying to exonerate her 
novels, which, she stated, ‘have always been treated as if they were maleficent spells’” 
(Schweizer, Rebecca West 17).  Her 1922 novel The Judge is emblematic of the uneven 
critical appraisal of her work.  Upon its publication, H. G. Wells derided the novel as “an 
ill-conceived23 sprawl of a book with a faked hero and a faked climax, an aimless waste 
of your powers” and saw its modernist structure as both an aesthetic failure and a 
personal and professional repudiation of his own style: “‘She splashed her colours 
about… as if in defiance of me’” (Peterson 107; Glendinning 84).  Years later, Wells 
returned to his rebarbative criticism of the novel, and this time accused her of a failure to 
grasp and articulate big ideas in her novel: “‘As a whole it [The Judge] is a sham.  It is a 
beautiful voice and a keen and sensitive mind doing ‘Big Thinks’ to the utmost of her 
ability—which is nil’” (Glendinning 125).    
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Wells’ phrasing here brings one up short; in describing a novel about unwed motherhood as 
“ill-conceived,” one wonders if Wells here commits a knowing pun or a Freudian slip. 
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 Until quite recently, the scholarly reception of the novel was near-uniform in its 
critique; critics of The Judge (and there are many) call the novel a failure for its lack of 
cohesion, and see little connection between the life of naive suffragette Ellen Melville in 
Book 1 and the violent decline of the fierce and unconventional Marion in Book 2.24  
Recently, literary scholars have attempted to reclaim The Judge as, variously, a 20th 
century reworking of the gothic convention (Ray); a revolutionary example of the 
overlooked mode of the female heroic epic (Schweizer, Rebecca West); and an 
exploration of Manichean dualism (Scott, “Refiguring”).  While all of these approaches 
open up the novel and connect it to literary traditions outside of modernism, I will argue 
in this chapter that West’s own familiarity with philosophical anarchism and, specifically, 
the theory of the free mother (as explained in chapter 1) not only reconciles both sections 
of the novel but also reconciles contemporary misunderstandings of West as a social and 
political philosopher.    
 In the earliest part of her life and career, West was conversant with philosophical 
and cultural theories of anarchism gaining ground at the time, and often relied and 
expounded upon the anarcha-feminist theories being developed by friends such as Dora 
Marsden (in The Freewoman) and Emma Goldman (in Mother Earth).  As a member of 
the feminist avant-garde in the early 20th century, West challenged suffragism’s limited 
focus on the vote and instead opted for a thorough philosophical re-imagining of the state 
and women’s relationship to it.  She interrogated and developed these ideals both in her 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Bernard Schweitzer, in his chapter “Heroism and Religious Revolt in The Judge,” provides a 
thorough accounting of critical responses to the novel. 
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essays and novels such as The Judge.  It is in these works that she develops her own 
theory of the free mother and her anarchic possibilities, a theory that was not only 
philosophically important to her, but important to her personally as an unwed mother.  
West imbued the figure of the unwed mother with an anarchic potential to undermine and 
reshape women’s relationships to institutional embodiments of male power, and she 
deployed this figure as a way to simultaneously point up suffragism’s limitations and the 
overlooked possibilities cultural anarchy offered women’s burgeoning sense of 
citizenship. 
Rebecca West’s Anarchic Roots 
 The anarchist influences in West’s life and philosophy are not difficult to 
uncover, but they are seldom commented upon.  Jane Marcus, in “A Speaking Sphinx,” 
briefly mentions West’s early-career “radical feminist essays and anarchist attacks on the 
Liberal Party” (151); Bernard Schweizer gives a more thorough accounting of West’s 
anarchist influences in his wonderful study Rebecca West: Heroism, Rebellion, and the 
Female Epic, and argues that “her misotheism, determinism, pessimism, and anarchism 
provide the kind of structural coherence that seems to be lacking in her explicitly political 
pronouncements” (13).  Although many scholars have attempted to unravel her knotty 
political affiliations, few have examined in detail the specific ways in which anarchism 
influenced her political thinking and her works of fiction.  I will endeavor here to outline 
the wellsprings of West’s anarchist philosophy, focusing specifically on her relationship 
with Emma Goldman and on West’s construction of the anarchic possibilities of the 
figure of the unwed mother. 
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 Rebecca West’s education in anarchy came down to her from her father, found 
voice during her time writing for The Freewoman, and found personal expression in her 
friendship with Emma Goldman in the 1920s and 30s.  West’s father, Charles Fairfield, 
himself a journalist and political thinker, as a youth received a private education from a 
tutor named Elie Reclus, an anarchist in exile from France “on account of [his] atheistic 
and revolutionary teaching” (Glendinning 12).  As a result of her father’s abiding passion 
for political science and his anarchist education, West later recalled that “‘I cannot 
remember a time when I had not a rough idea of what was meant by capitalism, 
socialism, individualism, anarchism, liberalism and conservatism’” and credited Reclus 
as “the tutor most likely to prevent [my father and uncle] from growing up bigots” 
(Glendinning 12; West, “The Novelist’s Voice” 48).  She acknowledged her 
philosophical (and perhaps personal) debt to anarchism when she stated in Survivors in 
Mexico that “my father was in part Elie Reclus all his life long… [and] since my father 
was so largely Elie Reclus, so am I” (181, 182).  Neither was this knowledge of 
anarchism a casual, nodding one; West debated the specific merits of anarchism with her 
father: “I therefore grew up into a family where the various varieties of anarchism, and 
the conflict between pacifist and terrorist anarchism, were frequently the subject of 
conversation” (West, Selected Letters 256). Although her father primarily identified 
himself as Conservative, and West usually identified herself as Socialist, the philosophy 
of cultural and political anarchism exerted a powerful influence on her thinking about 
suffragism and female citizenship.  I would also argue that the aesthetic influence of 
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anarchism is a helpful way to help understand the decisive break between Books 1 and 2 
of The Judge, a point I will return to later. 
 Later, in the 1920s and 30s, as she continued to develop her own idiosyncratic 
theories of liberty, West developed a professional and personal friendship with the most 
well-known anarchist of the time, Emma Goldman.  West and Goldman shared many 
intellectual and social perspectives:25 both were members of what Lucy Delap calls “the 
feminist avant-garde” at the turn of the century; both were critical of the limited scope of 
suffragism; both lived personal lives that put into practice theories of free love and free 
motherhood, and faced social ostracism because of these choices; both regarded marriage 
with skepticism at best and total condemnation the rest of the time;26 both rejected 
communism when it was politically unfashionable, on the left, to do so; both founded or 
were instrumental in forming important counter-cultural magazines of the time 
(Goldman’s Mother Earth and West’s editorship at The Freewoman and New 
Freewoman); both committed themselves to social causes and insisted on nonviolence as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 For all of their similarities, their appraisals of literature mark a very clear intellectual point of 
departure between them.  Although West and Goldman wrote critical pieces about many of the 
same authors, they seem to concur on Shaw and Ibsen’s value alone.  Goldman praised August 
Strindberg and John Galsworthy for their iconoclastic dramas that centered on social change, 
whereas West referred to Strindberg as “the Norwegian antifeminist” and once began a review of 
his plays with the line, “Writers on the subject of August Strindberg have hitherto omitted to	  
mention that he could not write” (West, “The Fool and the Wise Man” 86; West, “Strindberg” 
53); Galsworthy she famously categorized as one of the four “Edwardian uncles” who “hung 
about the houses of our minds” (“Uncle Bennett” 199).  
26 West wrote an article entitled “I Regard Marriage with Fear and Horror” and Goldman, in 
“Marriage and Love,” illustrates the ways in which state-sanctioned marriage “incapacitates [a 
woman] for life’s struggle, annihilates her social consciousness, paralyzes her imagination, and 
then imposes its gracious protection, which is in reality a snare” (241). 
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the means to achieve political and social liberation (West repudiated the strategies of 
militant feminism, and Goldman denounced anarchism’s turn toward violent acts of 
disruption); and finally both, though embraced and valued by many and varied 
intellectual circles, felt fully a part of none,27 and instead developed their own somewhat 
idiosyncratic social theories that avoided dogma and instead combined strains of 
socialism, anarchism, and feminism.  West and Goldman both complained that socialism 
and anarchism, respectively, paid insufficient attention to women’s issues, and made a 
point in their own social theories to situate feminism’s concerns within socialism and 
anarchism.  This insistence helps account for the idiosyncratic nature of their 
philosophies. 
 Both also regarded the question of free motherhood from uniquely personal, as 
well as philosophical, standpoints.  During a brief hiatus from public life, Emma 
Goldman trained and practiced as a midwife, largely in disadvantaged neighborhoods in 
New York, where she witnessed first-hand the ways in which motherhood, under 
capitalism, yoked women to lives of penury and want.  West, also ever-astute in her 
examination of the ways in which motherhood made women particularly vulnerable to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Compare Goldman’s statement, in Living My Life, that “In my public career I had been 
affiliated with groups only temporarily.  I worked for them, not with them” (546) to West’s 
repeated sense that she was “outside their world” or “on the outskirts of an attractive world in 
which one has no foothold” (Glendinning 118).  Jane Marcus, too, comments on West’s social 
and intellectual outsidership when she writes “She is now… a solitary: certainly she claims to be 
free from any political ties” (“Introduction” 9).  West herself longed to be liberated from the 
narrow demands of political or social labels, and longed for the freedom from labels and 
hierarchical struggles that individualism offered: “‘I can’t bear to feel that I will presently have to 
build up a position in the world simply by dominance, when I could have done it if anybody had 
let me simply by being a human being’” (Glendinning 118). 
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the predatory nature of capitalism, gave birth to a child fathered by H. G. Wells out of 
wedlock.  While this event left Wells largely untroubled, both in terms of his domestic 
and professional lives, unwed motherhood cost West dearly.  Although in Fabian circles 
she was celebrated as an embodiment of the ideal of free motherhood, as “the 
personification of all the vitality, the courage and the independence of the modern 
woman,” she suffered privations both personal and professional due to her status as an 
unwed mother (Glendinning 88).  Her first visit to the United States in 1923-4 was 
greeted by protests in spheres both radical and conservative: “there had been complaints 
from conservative women about her irregular private life and, from progressive feminists, 
criticism for having accepted financial support from her child’s father” (Glendinning 
101).  West, like the ardent and anarchic unwed mother Marion Yaverland in The Judge, 
discovered that her status as an unwed mother was so disruptive, “so deep in crime as to 
be guilty of offenses that are denounced at two separate sorts of public meetings” (J 209).  
When West wrote of the anarchic possibilities of unwed motherhood, one must 
understand that she was invested in this position not only for philosophical reasons, but 
also for personal ones, and we can understand The Judge as West’s way of exploring the 
fictive possibilities and potentialities of free motherhood that she did not find in her own 
cramped experience as an unwed mother.    
  West and Goldman were not simply two women who incidentally shared 
revolutionary goals and ideas during this era; rather, they developed and maintained a 
relationship in which they offered one another personal and professional support, and, I 
argue, clearly influenced one another’s thinking.  West was particularly supportive of 
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Goldman’s endeavors: she was instrumental in helping to organize a welcome reception 
for Goldman’s lectures and ideas in England, both through organizing public events and 
through her numerous efforts to connect Goldman to influential publishers and thinkers 
privately.  In 1924, West orchestrated a reception held in Goldman’s honor, one attended 
by such intellectual luminaries as H. G. Wells, Bertrand Russell, and Havelock Ellis.  
Russell was later to recall this well-attended event (two hundred and fifty people were 
reportedly in attendance) as a disaster, and a disaster for one reason: Goldman and West 
found themselves out of step with leftist intellectual concerns in their shared denunciation 
of communism.  West was nearly alone in her support of Goldman both on that evening 
and in the years to come; on the night of the dinner, “[o]ne by one, everyone at the dinner 
except the stalwart Rebecca West rose and left” (Gornick 118).28 
 Despite Goldman’s unfashionable views, West continued to defend her both to the 
public (in the form of essays and speeches supporting Goldman’s work) and among 
influential private acquaintances.  Privately, West’s boosterism of Goldman ranged from 
quietly bemoaning to H. G. Wells the fact that some intellectuals in her circle refused 
even to meet with Goldman (George Bernard Shaw among them), to roundly excoriating 
Lord Beaverbrook (her sometimes-lover and influential politician and publisher) for his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Bertrand Russell wrote of the evening, “‘When she rose to speak, she was welcomed 
enthusiastically; but when she sat down, there was dead silence.  This was because almost the 
whole speech was against the Bolsheviks’” (356).  Goldman also recounts this evening in her 
autobiography Living my Life: “I have rarely had a more attentive audience until I mentioned 
Russia.  Shifting of chairs, turning of necks, and disapproval on the faces before me were the first 
indications that all was not going to be so harmonious as seemed at first…. [By the end of the 
speech,] applause was interrupted by loud protests.  Some diners jumped to their feet and 
demanded the floor.  They never would have believed, they said, that the arch-rebel Emma 
Goldman would… have gone back on [her] revolutionary past” (545-6). 
	  	  
102	  
newspaper’s treatment of Goldman’s arrival in London (Selected Letters 77, 78).  In her 
letter to Beaverbrook, she makes an effort to protect Goldman’s reputation in general29 
and to clear a space for a more receptive response to Goldman’s views on Russia.   
 West’s assessment not only of Goldman as a thinker but also of anarchy as a 
political, social, and cultural philosophy can be most clearly appreciated in two 
documents: her Introduction to Goldman’s book My Disillusionment in Russia (1924) and 
in the speech she delivered at Foyle’s 29th Literary Luncheon in 1933 celebrating 
Goldman and commemorating the release of her autobiography, Living My Life.  It is 
instructive to consider these two documents side-by-side, since they most clearly 
articulate West’s intellectual kinship with Goldman and the general influence of 
anarchism on her thinking.  In her Introduction, West refuses to take up the 
oversimplified view of Goldman, and instead argues for the nuance individualism allows.  
She writes, “It has been objected that [Goldman’s] conclusions [on Russia] are 
invalidated because, being an Anarchist, and therefore against all governments, she was 
bound to be against the Bolshevist Government.  But this is to underrate her positive 
qualities which have made her willing all her life to work with and for non-Anarchists, 
provided they were on the side of liberty.”  West eschews political labels because they 
encourage dogma; to view all of Goldman’s positions simply in light of her affiliation as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29	  West, with her usual sense of humor, writes to Beaverbrook, “The effect of the article was 
distinctly unfavorable to Emma Goldman… [who] is worth six of you (or three of me)” (Letters 
78). 
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an anarchist strips Goldman’s ideas of nuance and power, and, on the part of the accuser, 
develops an intellectual laxness abhorrent to West.30   
 She continues, in her Introduction, to accuse members of the Left of responding to 
Goldman’s views of Russia in an inauthentic, reactionary manner: “It is necessary that we 
should grasp the nature of that unpleasing reality [of communism]…and we must not 
shrink if our understanding leads us to the same conclusion as the Conservative Party…. 
To reject a conclusion simply because it is held by the Conservative Party is to be 
snobbish as the suburban mistress who gives up wearing a hat or dress because her 
servant has one like it.”  Further, she warns of the danger of an uncritical acceptance of a 
party’s platform will result in people “becom[ing] in time unable to look the real facts of 
any case into the face and becom[ing] tedious liars about life.”  What West values about 
Goldman here, and what she sees as lacking in those who attack her position, is a 
willingness to work toward the ideal of liberty through various means, rather than yoking 
oneself to one fixed ideological position.  In an early essay for The Freewoman, she 
excoriates the segment of humanity that seeks a larger “passion to which they can 
surrender their heavy burden of freedom…. But there has always been an unconsidered 
minority who wanted to keep the burden of their freedom, in order to indulge in the joy of 
thinking” (“The Gospel…” 20).   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Compare this to Goldman’s speech in 1933 (at which West was in attendance as a respondent) 
upon the publication of Living my Life: “Anarchism repudiates any attempt of a group of men or 
of any individual to arrange life for others….  Anarchism is not a cut-and-dried theory.  It is a 
vital spirit embracing all of life.”   
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 For West, Goldman’s anarchist social and cultural philosophy most closely 
models her own refusal to accept the simplicity of political labels and her insistence on 
examining each claim and each idea on its individual merits.  West herself, in her 1925 
essay “I Regard Marriage with Fear and Horror,” claims that, “I want more than anything 
else in the world to know the truth about everything.  My radicalism tells me that we 
must remake the world into forms more favorable to life.  We can do this only on the 
broadest possible basis of knowledge” (9), a belief that finds voice in the anarchist vision 
she appreciated in and shared with Emma Goldman.  In 1933, West spoke at a luncheon 
honoring Goldman, and there Goldman delivered an address remarkable for its similarity 
to West’s above sentiments: “I have always held that every form of information and 
instruction that helps to widen the mental horizon of men and women is most useful and 
should be employed” (Goldman and West). Philosophic anarchism embodied this pursuit 
of knowledge and liberty for both West and Goldman.  
 West’s introduction demonstrates the ways in which she admires Goldman’s 
dedication to nonhierarchical thought and activism; in her 1933 speech to commemorate 
the publication of Goldman’s autobiography Living My Life, West praises Goldman’s 
“faithfulness to the ideal of liberty” and her ability to tell “so much of the truth behind the 
myth,” two intellectual qualities central to West’s own approach to socio-political and 
feminist issues (Goldman and West).31  But in this speech, West pushes beyond theory 
and into the realm of praxis, and illustrates why Goldman’s political philosophy was so 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 West begins her 1952 radio broadcast “Goodness Doesn’t Just Happen” with the line, “I 
believe in liberty”; this life-long commitment to the ideal of personal and political liberty should 
be understood as the cornerstone of her political philosophy (40). 
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prescient and important in the face of a growing international turn toward tyranny and 
fascism: 
  Therefore, when we think of Emma today, when we read her book, there is 
  something else we ought to think of, and I would wish us to remember  
  it[:]… that she was chased by the mob and she was right all along, and we  
  ought to remember that when we see people chased by the mob today, and 
  if there are any people in any country in Europe who are being   
  chased and pursued and threatened with unpleasant things because of the  
  faith they hold, I think we must remember Emma and decide not to join  
  the mob, and if we can do anything to help such people we had better be  
  careful lest we spurn eternal wisdom.  (Goldman and West) 
 
West’s construction of “the mob” is interesting here for several reasons. Of course, the 
mob represents a mass of people whose refusal to engage their critical faculties make 
them vulnerable to demagoguery and sharply wielded rhetoric, and thereby allow tyranny 
to rise and fascism to flourish.  The mob, too, represents the antithesis of the individual; 
the mob’s unquestioning certainty in any kind of dogma cannot abide any individual 
challenge to it.  The figure chased by the mob in the above quotation is Goldman herself, 
a thinker who, like West, brought her critical faculties to bear on the movements she most 
believed in.  Yet in West’s novel The Judge, we see another figure chased by the mob: 
Marion, the iconoclastic mother of Book 2 of the novel, is chased by a mob and stoned 
because she, an unwed mother, dares to show her pregnant body in public.  This 
quotation helps us both understand why West valued Goldman as a thinker and anarchy 
as a philosophy, but also begins to adumbrate the ways in which West uses the unwed 
mother to challenge all of the manifestations of State control.  
 To West, Goldman was not someone who simply objected to all governments; she 
was a serious and subtle political thinker whose example encouraged liberty through 
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individualism.  Non-hierarchic thinking and a distrust of entrenched institutions allowed 
both Goldman and West to pursue their own brands of feminist and political thought and 
to model liberty through a defiance of convention.  Allegiance to one thing, be it a 
“passion,” as West says above, or a party, or an institution, can surreptitiously and 
seamlessly lead to the tyranny of the mob.  
 This general distrust of institutions and hierarchies and a devotion to personal 
liberty can be attributed to the anarchist strain of West’s thought; indeed, I would argue 
that this strain of thought is central to understanding West’s political and cultural 
philosophies.  Late critics of West, who take her to task for failing to adhere to one 
political party or code, or who express surprise and betrayal at her hatred of communism, 
overlook West’s essential critical and intellectual nature: she is, first and foremost, an 
iconoclast, herself intellectually opposed to full membership in any -ism, lest it dull her 
ability to objectively apprehend social and political relationships.  She was a suffragist 
who critiqued suffragism, a socialist who critiqued socialism, and underlying it all is an 
anarchist’s hearty distrust of social institutions and capitalism.  As West would write in 
the radical magazine The Clarion in 1913, “We have none of us staked out a claim on any 
particular part of the world of ideas.  It is our business to follow the vein of truth 
wherever it leads us and whatever the theories of our nearest and dearest may be” 
(“Lynch Law” 207).  Like Goldman, West devoted a good portion of her journalistic 
career to the defense of individual liberty, and the study of the complex forces exerted by 
the State on the individual.  I will now show the ways in which West’s anarchist-inflected 
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feminist philosophy found voice in her essays, and in her thoughts on the instructive, 
radical, liberating model the unwed mother.  
Anarchism, Avant-Garde Feminism, and Motherhood:  
West’s Work at The Freewoman  
 Just as she debated the merits and varieties of anarchism with her father as a 
young woman, West would find herself debating the merits of suffragism’s various 
approaches at the turn of the century.  Although West was herself an avowed and 
dedicated supporter of suffrage efforts, one who personally faced the slings and arrows of 
the public when she was attacked both physically and professionally for her views, she 
used her critical gifts to admonish not only anti-suffragists (through her scathing book 
reviews in The Freewoman of Sir Almwroth Wright, August Strindberg, and even H. G. 
Wells) but also to challenge and cajole the feminist efforts of which she was a part.  West 
criticized both Christabel Pankhurst’s monkish attitude towards sexual liberation and 
Emmeline Pankhurst’s move toward militant feminism, and these stances within the 
suffragist movement forced West to disavow her connections with the WSPU, an 
organization to which she had committed significant time, energy, and thought.  West’s 
defection from the WPSU can be seen as evidence of her growing frustration with “the 
constrictions implicit in concentration on a single purpose, working to win the vote” and 
instead West embraced the broader scope of radical magazines like The Freewoman and 
The Clarion, ones that vowed to devote themselves to, in West’s own words, “the revolt 
of women, philosophic anarchism and a general whip-round for ideas which would 
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reform simultaneously life and art” (Marcus, Introduction 7, 19).32  West thought deeply 
and wrote frequently about the varieties of feminism at the turn of the century, careful to 
avoid the temptations of zealotry in aligning herself solely with one iteration or another, 
and her essays and novels bear the strong imprint of radical, anarchist strains of feminist 
thought. 
West, from roughly 1911-1917, emerged as a potent cultural critic in the pages of 
The Freewoman and The Clarion, two publications known for their anarchist and 
socialist leanings, respectively.  In her recounting of West’s years with The Freewoman, 
Jane Marcus identifies The Freewoman’s editorial mission: it interrogated “the flinty 
dogmatism of feminism and socialism.  It was concerned to develop its own philosophy 
of free love and individualism…. It attempted to present a broader front than simply the 
vote in its feminism, and was often implicitly and sometimes explicitly critical of 
suffragette militant tactics” (Introduction 6).  The Freewoman, although distinguishing 
itself as “the first British or American journal to describe itself as feminist… was held to 
represent ‘the doctrines not of feminism but of anarchy’” and was a touchstone in “an 
intense Anglo-American struggle… over the scope and content of ‘feminism’” (Delap 1).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 She shares this desire for a larger philosophic and cultural scope with Goldman, who made 
room in Mother Earth for fiction and poetry, alongside the more common features of political and 
cultural analysis.  Goldman, too, did not limit her analysis to history and politics; in writing The 
Social Significance of the Modern Drama, she explicates the ways in which literature influences 
and helps shape the contours of culture.  In another moment of overlap, West counseled Goldman 
as she prepared to tour with the lectures that made up The Social Significance, and wrote	  that, 
“The English are really only for highly specialized lectures on concrete national problems and I 
am sure you would not get any audience to	  listen to lectures on the drama, unless it was some 
very elementary dramatic society, and they wouldn’t want anything as advanced as yours.  I am 
sort to be so discouraging, but there it is!” (Selected Letters 80).  
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West’s essays in The Freewoman, which Marcus regards as “good examples of a 
level of anarchist feminism in literary criticism,” reflect traditional anarchist lines in their 
denunciation of key cultural and political institutions: the Church, Marriage, and the State 
(Introduction 10).  In her forthright 1913 essay “The Bishop’s Principles: Our Case 
Against the Church,” West criticizes the Church for its assertion that it protects and 
promotes respect for women, and instead shows the ways in which Church doctrine 
condemns women to cramped lives marked by personal, social, and spiritual privation.  
This is particularly galling to West, who called for women to engage in “riotous living” 
and insisted that women hungered for read meat and revolution, not the false morality 
represented by social, spiritual, and physical purity (“A New Woman’s Movement” 134).  
She slyly encourages the Church to follow instead the “naked and direct anarchist 
teaching of Christ,” and cites Christ’s philosophy of social justice, fellowship, and 
economic freedom as an alternate possibility for the Church (“Bishop’s” 213).   
 We can also recognize the influence of anarchism on West’s essays for The 
Freewoman in her calls not for reform of the current systems but for complete destruction 
of the old order.  Of marriage, the Church, and the State, West believed that “the 
courageous wreckage of institutions would free us from crimes of fear” (“The Isles of the 
Wicked” 168).  In essays such as  “An Orgy of Disorder and Cruelty,” “Christmas 
Shopping: The Psychology of Regent Street,” “The Sex War,” and “Women and Wages,” 
West illustrates the ways in which feminism and anarchism could together collaborate 
first to reveal the corrupt nature of the State (feminism) and then to destroy the State 
(anarchism).  Feminism’s direct challenge to the State and its representative institutions 
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provoked violent physical and psychological assaults on feminists at the hands of officers 
of the law, assaults West both suffered herself and witnessed firsthand (she writes of 
Emily Davison’s sacrificial suicide and the horrors of the Cat and Mouse Act).  
Feminism’s challenge, then, helped reveal the ways in which the State clung to its own 
mechanisms of power and violently put down challenges to it.  Once the veneer of the 
State had been pulled back by feminist efforts, West argued that women had no choice 
but to tear down the structures that kept them in thrall.  Feminist efforts that provoked the 
attention of the State starkly illustrated the corrupt nature of the State; anarchist 
philosophy could then call for the destruction of the State and imagine a desirable 
collaborative society to take its place. 
West’s writings on the vulnerability of women and mothers to the pernicious 
effects of marriage and capitalism also reveal the ways in which her feminism was 
strongly inflected by anarchist thought.  West outlined the ways in which capitalism and 
marriage colluded to defile and demean women; more specifically, she examined the 
ways in which capitalism and marriage affected motherhood, and stripped what she 
considered a naturally creative state of its creative potentials and powers.  West uses the 
figure of the mother to point up capitalism’s predatory nature, and suggests that in order 
to achieve a new social and economic order, a free mother must refuse to offer up her 
children as proof of her worth to a man or to a State.  In “Mother or Capitalist?: What the 
World Asks of Women,” West outlines the ways in which social and cultural institutions 
both demand that women become mothers, and then insist that they are unfit to be 
mothers.  West cites “the constant abuse of the working-class mother” by the 
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Government, the Church, and popular culture as one of the ways in which women are 
both lured into capitalist consumption (buying books or devices that will help her become 
a “better mother”; the “well-to-do girl” who was not instructed how to be a mother can 
nevertheless “buy the knowledge of those who have given their lives to the study of 
babies”) and manipulated by the capitalist system (199, 200).  Capitalism takes advantage 
of the position of working mothers and economically disadvantaged mothers because 
their children make them vulnerable; “the employer,” writes West, “usually takes 
advantage of the strategically weak position of the mother who will take any work rather 
than see her children suffer” (“The Sheltered Sex” 187).  West was attuned to the ways in 
which capitalism both debars mothers from earning their own living wage, and depends 
upon the desperation of the vulnerable, poverty-stricken mother whose responsibility for 
others keeps her from revolt. 
 Further, this “abuse of the working-class mother” encourages women to doubt 
their own skills and knowledge, and therefore opens them up to be further controlled by 
the Church and the State.  West enumerates all of the ways in which women are 
pressured to approach motherhood in a prescribed manner; women are treated as 
incapable of figuring out motherhood for themselves, and instead are barraged with 
“helpful” pamphlets produced by government agencies and Church groups.  If woman 
cannot be trusted to care for her children competently, and must be instructed how to do 
so by the “Local Government Board,” she becomes beholden to the State for even the 
most intimate and personal decisions (“Mother or Capitalist?” 199).  West jokes that, 
“Should any London mother of an impressionable nature receive all of the leaflets of 
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baby-feeding issued by the Metropolitan Boroughs, her baby would run a risk of being 
fed forty times a day, or if she decided not to obey contradictory instructions, never at 
all” (“Mother or Capitalist?” 200).  West reveals the ways in which capitalism, as an 
economic system, preys on a mother’s dependent status either by exploiting her work for 
lower wages, or by accusing her of neglect should she, out of choice or economic 
desperation, choose to leave the house and become a working mother.  By making plain 
the ways in which capitalism and the State collude to keep women poor or otherwise 
dependent, West locates motherhood as the role that is most ruthlessly controlled by the 
State and all of its cultural manifestations.  
 West had only to look to her own mother as an example of a woman whose 
creative possibilities and individual talents were brutally curtailed by the twin pressures 
of marriage and capitalism.33 In “I Regard Marriage with Fear and Horror” (1925), West 
focuses on her mother’s life and the lessons it taught her; her mother emerges a woman 
endowed with copious gifts whose poverty and unfortunate marriage reduced her to a 
figure whose energies were instead spent making porridge and scrubbing floors when she 
“should have done nothing but [make] music” (5).  West credits her mother with genius, 
creativity, and near-miraculous powers of persistence and cunning, and her respect and 
admiration of her mother is evident in abundance (“She was a miracle”; “She had as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 More poignantly, Mrs. Melville of The Judge is clearly modeled on West’s own mother.  
West’s mother was married to a brilliant but dissolute Irishman who abandoned his family; she 
was “taken ill with diphtheria and removed to the public hospital”; this illness caused the burden 
of an eviction notice to fall on the very young West’s shoulders; and she was possessed of an 
artistic talent that suffered both because of her sex (her less-talented brother was offered musical 
lessons whereas they were denied her) and her poverty (“I Regard” 3). All of the details are 
grafted onto Mrs. Melville’s life in The Judge. 
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much genius as any human being I have ever encountered”); that such an extraordinary 
woman ended up living a life of desperation and poverty because of her unfortunate 
marriage illustrates West’s critique of the entire social and philosophical underpinnings 
of marriage (4).  In the case of both West’s mother and the character of Mrs. Melville in 
The Judge, marriage and poverty demean and diminish women of unique strengths and 
powers.  Her mother’s life convinced West that “marriage, the entry into a permanent and 
public and State-aided alliance with a man… [is] the rashest conceivable act.  When I 
hear that a woman friend of mine is going to get married I feel genuinely sorry for her” 
(7).  Mrs. Melville’s life, as well as West’s mother’s life, illustrates the ways in which 
marriage and capitalism collude to limit women’s individual opportunities and 
possibilities.  
 In her own life, West eschewed marriage but not motherhood, and clearly 
attempted, in both her life and works, to embrace unwed motherhood as a radical position 
that had the power to effectively challenge and unsettle the dominant moral, social, and 
economic forces. West closes “I Regard Marriage…” by proposing unwed motherhood as 
the position that simultaneously slips the bonds of marriage, flouts the demands of the 
State, and satisfies “maternal greed since it will deliver the child over to her” (9).34  But 
she also points up the practical difficulties of this position when she acknowledges that 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Here, as in other essays, West regards motherhood as an especially creative state, one that 
should not limit women but one that instead offers them a unique perspective on life and art.  In 
“I Regard Marriage” she discusses motherhood as “creative work” and in her essay “Woman as 
Artist and Thinker” (1931) averred that “A woman who had children in ideal conditions and who 
was an artist would enjoy therefore a special advantage of which it would be hard to name the 
equivalent male experience” (13). 
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both the child and the father would likely long for marriage for the clarity it would grant 
them as legal proof of their relationship with one another.  To West, marriage only favors 
men; it is “of use for riveting the fact of paternity to the male mind” (7).  If marriage and 
motherhood frequently cost women their individuality and imprisoned them within a 
patriarchal social and economic system, a turn to an anarchic version of motherhood in 
the form of the unwed mother might just restore this individuality.  
 West was not alone in her attempt to revise and re-imagine liberating alternatives 
for motherhood; Goldman proposed free, anarchic motherhood as the key to a new vision 
of society (Chapter 1), and The Freewoman devoted entire issues to the question of the 
future of motherhood. Both West’s essays for these various radical magazines and some 
of the letters to the editor published within them reveal women moving toward a new, 
radical ideal of motherhood that stood as a challenge to the institutions of marriage, the 
Church, and the State.  In her letter to the editor entitled “The Individualism of 
Motherhood” published in a 1912 issue of The Freewoman, Helen Winter writes, 
  [A correspondent] tells us that that will be the age of free women   
  when ‘a woman will be able to choose whether she will bear her   
  children to the State as a citizen, or to man as a his wife.’  A glorious  
  ideal, indeed!  A Freemother must therefore be either a good citizen or  
  a good wife! 
 
  As a Freewoman, I refuse to bear children either to the State or to a  
  man; I will bear them for myself and for my purpose!  I care neither for  
  the continuance of the race, or the reproduction of any man; my desire  
  is to continue myself….  I have been forced to spend my energies in  
  breaking through the principles and prejudices which have dwarfed  
  my growth, and have done little more than clear the ground.  I would  
  sow the seed in the ground I have made ready, and watch the young  
  plant grow untrammeled to the light, and bear the fruit I have desired  
  to bear….  Such is the Motherhood of a Freewoman.  (312) 
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This remarkable letter reworks entirely a woman’s relationship to the State and to her 
children, and exposes the ways in which reformist and radical movements such as 
suffragism and socialism largely failed to imagine a position for women that combined 
individualism and motherhood.  West herself criticized both socialism and feminism’s 
tendency to essentialize women and their roles.  Socialists she considered “still ‘ape men’ 
on the subject of women” and she mocked the determinist concept of “the Mother Soul” 
held by some feminists: “Everything becomes so simple.  The mother soul of which Mrs. 
Pethic Lawrence talks is going to solve problems that have vexed civilization since the 
beginnings by sheer motherliness and soulfulness” (Marcus, Introduction 94; “So 
Simple” 71).35 Winter’s letter, too, is an implicit critique of these limited conceptions of 
motherhood, and she instead imagines motherhood outside of marriage, outside of the 
Church, and, even more radically, outside of the State itself.  Winter’s individualist 
mother does not reproduce the values or the boundaries of the State, but instead stands as 
an expression of female creativity, power, and growth.  The ideal of the self-sacrificing 
mother who offers forth the products of her body must be destroyed, along with the 
society that insists on her, and replaced by a new vision and version of motherhood that 
unities individualism with social harmony and personal liberty.   
 Although West fervently and consistently evoked the anarchic unwed mother as a 
new model for liberated womanhood in her essays, she did struggle to bring this 
philosophy in line with the ways in which her own lived experience as an unwed mother 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 “The immorality” of this approach to reform, writes West, “lies in its impositions of a certain 
way of life, which requires a very special kind of temperament, on all temperaments” (“The 
Normal Social State” 62). 
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caused her enormous professional and personal suffering.  Ultimately, West confesses in 
the last paragraph of “I Regard Marriage…” that although she herself regards marriage 
with “fear and extreme horror,” she struggles to bring her radicalism to the realm of 
marriage (9).  She writes, “My radicalism tells me that we must remake the world into 
forms more favorable life…. And here, over one of the most important points in life, I 
find myself muddle-headed and unable to bring my emotions and intellect into line” (9).  
Bernard Schweizer notes that, “The imaginative scope of literature allows one to toy 
creatively with an idea that is both troubling and difficult to act upon”; I suggest that 
West, in The Judge and through the character of Marion Yaverland, uses the liberating 
possibilities of fiction to engage both the ideas of anarchy and unwed motherhood that 
were so very difficult to act upon in life (“Hating God”).  The Judge is an important novel 
to understand for the ways in which West weighs reform (Book 1) against revolution 
(Book 2), suffragism (Book 1) against anarchist individualism (Book 2), and compliant 
motherhood (Book 1) against rebellious motherhood (Book 2).  In the end, West, through 
the character of Marion Yaverland, uses the figure of the unwed mother as the ultimate 
embodiment of a revolutionary anarcha-feminist ideal, and encourages the spiritual 
daughters of this figure to embrace her anarchist example as a victory. 
The Anarchic Challenge of the Unwed Mother in The Judge 
Once one appreciates the influence of anarchism on West personally and on 
modernism generally, it becomes clear that The Judge stands as a strong example of a 
novel that aspires to communicate the possibilities of a social, cultural, and an aesthetic 
anarchism.  I will first examine the formal and thematic elements of anarchism in the 
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novel before I turn my attention to Marion’s example of anarchic unwed motherhood in 
Book 2 of The Judge.  Critics who see the shift in perspective from Ellen Melville to 
Marion Yaverland as the novel’s weakness overlook this novel’s stylistic innovations, as 
well as its dedication to undoing structures of all types in both its form and its content.  In 
his study Anarchy and Culture: The Aesthetic Politics of Modernism (1997), David Weir 
suggests that, when anarchists found themselves unable to retool the mechanisms of the 
State politically, they turned instead to art and culture as a way to ignite a revolution and 
realize the ideals they held.  West, who was not only a student of radical politics both 
also a feminist political thinker, in The Judge unites both the anarcha-feminist cry for the 
destruction of the old order and, in the arc of her novel, creates a modernist 
superstructure that itself questions the authority of linear plot and limited point of view.  
 The disruptive structure of The Judge is important because it contributes to 
West’s idea of undermining traditional authority (of the Church, of the Law, of the State, 
of the Novel) and therefore, in its very structure and content, refusing the traditional in 
favor of creating something radically new.  Scott argues that, as a novelist, West was 
among a group of women who, through “their negotiations with Edwardian men,… 
discovered aspects of male power and management that they could match or better” 
(Refiguring 34).  Perhaps this rejection of Edwardian cultural and aesthetic values is 
nowhere more clearly seen than in The Judge, which H. G. Wells recognized as a 
repudiation of everything he stood for, as a man, an author, a husband, and an 
“Edwardian Uncle” to West’s New Woman.  Wells bitterly complained that in The Judge 
“she exalted James Joyce and D.H. Lawrence, as if in defiance of me—and in despite of 
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Jane and everything trim, cool and deliberate in the world” (Glendinning 84).  Note that 
Wells understands this novel as a rejection of conventional moral, aesthetic, and cultural 
standards: The Judge challenges not only the form and content of the Edwardian novel, 
but also the institution of marriage (“Jane” was Wells’ wife, who knew of Wells’ affair 
with West), and the authority of old novelistic order (“as if in defiance of me”).  In The 
Judge, West brings anarchism to bear on modernism in form,36 the same way she brought 
anarchism to bear on feminist content in her essays.  The abrupt, explosive divide 
between Books 1 and 2 of the novel should be understood as part of West’s anarchist 
experiment; she uses the form of the novel to disrupt the authority of linear plot and as a 
way to challenge patriarchal cultural and aesthetic authority.  
 The Judge’s radical structure is notable for another reason.  West, in The Judge, 
orders the novel around maternal figures who are not only important for their thematic 
implications but also for their structural ones.  Scott, in her analysis of the “formal 
explosion of conceptual frameworks” in this novel, notes that “By doubling the women in 
the text…West creates… a self-reviewing and renewing female force within the cycle” 
(“Refiguring” 170, 173).  The novel’s structure, then, is as much maternal as it is 
anarchic, dedicated as it is to both challenging dominant structures and to developing 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Bernard Schweizer and Marina Mackay both argue that West’s modernist thematic and 
narrative experiments have been unfairly overlooked.  Schweizer argues that “It is further 
confirmation of West’s inconvenient genius that she was obviously disparaged for voicing ideas 
that, in the work of a male writer, were later praised for their daring innovation” (Rebecca West 
30).  Mackay similarly asserts that scant attention has been paid to the formal innovations of 
West’s novels, and that these works “that have been crudely lumped together as [examples of] a 
monolithic realism may still be separated into instances of a quieter innovation and interrogation” 
(“The Lunacy of Men” 124). 
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along lines of maternal creation and generativity.  This approach to the novel also helps 
us see the two mothers who order the different sections of the novel not as diametrically 
opposed but as figures who, in different ways, illustrate the need to challenge and re-
envision marriage, the State, and capitalism. 
 Both parts of The Judge are ordered along the lines of the lessons of the mother, 
rather than the laws of the father. In Book 1, Ellen Melville, in response to her mother’s 
private life and her own public life, embraces suffrage and reform as her cause, and 
indeed devotes her life to it.  Ellen’s mother, Mrs. Melville, whose first and maiden 
names remain a mystery to the reader, lives a life hemmed in and limited by conventions, 
and indeed the tragic arc of her story illustrates the need to destroy the conventions that 
so diminished her life.  Ellen’s mother married a feckless and irresponsible Irishman, 
whose decisions left her both financially destitute and bereft of her only son (her son dies 
during a boat crossing to America, one which Mrs. Melville warned would be perilous for 
the children but one Mr. Melville insisted on regardless).  Cloaked by poverty and 
neglect, Mrs. Melville is forced to take lodgings adjacent to a dance hall, a thin wall 
separating her from the pulsing strains of love and frivolity.  Her life is utterly devoid of 
beauty; when Ellen receives roses from Richard, the women must deny themselves the 
comfort of gas heat, for fear that it will ruin this extravagant romantic gesture.  Her 
eternal poverty both makes her own existence mean and desperate, and but also limits 
Ellen’s opportunities.  Ellen ends up foregoing her own formal education because she had 
to appear in court to fight an eviction notice on the same day that the university 
examinations were held; her mother, whose frail health is repeatedly exacerbated by the 
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relentless effects of poverty, could not do so because she was hospitalized at the time.  
Mrs. Melville’s entire existence stands a testament to the cruelties of capitalism, 
marriage, and indeed all patriarchal systems.  But without the lessons Marion Yaverland 
will impart to her in Book 2 of the novel, Ellen remains committed to reform rather than 
revolt, and the rights suffrage would grant her seem sufficient to right the wrongs of her 
mother’s life.  Book 1 of the novel ends with the death of Mrs. Melville, the 
conventional, compliant, tragic mother whose death in a sick ward is as dismal and 
destitute as the rest of her life. 
 Ellen’s own entry into the public realm similarly attests to the pervasive 
challenges she faces as a young woman, and to the ways in which entry into the public 
realm fails to undo the underlying patriarchal structures of the State.  Ellen works in a 
law firm as a secretary, where she is keenly watched and judged by her employer’s son, 
Philip McTavish.  McTavish, the junior partner in his father’s provincial law firm and 
Ellen’s sexually predatory employer, represents male power in the abstract and the 
concrete for Ellen: in the concrete because as her boss he wields the small amount of 
power he has over Ellen clumsily and with force; and in the abstract, symbolic sense in 
that he represents male privilege and the Law.  At work, McTavish rages with a violent, 
checked desire for Ellen, and his access to power allows him to transmute this thwarted 
desire into a plan to punish Ellen for failing to capitulate to his sexual demands.  
McTavish is more than a spurned suitor, though: he represents all of the ways in which 
cultural attitudes and legal institutions control women physically, financially, and 
psychologically.    
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 Philip McTavish is the voice of censure, the voice of a society dedicated to 
undermining women’s self-determination.  When he sees Ellen standing with her suitor 
Richard, upon their return from their quite innocent trip to the Pentlands (I will discuss 
this in greater detail later), he imagines the worst of her, and immediately condemns her 
character and virtue: “The strong light fell on them like a criticism, and it seemed to him 
brazen the way they stood there being so handsome…. ‘She’s standing there making 
herself as conspicuous as a street-girl!’ he screamed to himself….  He charged it one 
more offense to Ellen’s account….  He called Ellen a name he had not thought of before” 
(123, 124).  Ellen’s simple presence on a public street in the evening, next to a handsome 
man becomes criminal to a man like McTavish, who cannot abide women’s presence in 
the public realm without impugning their moral standing.   
 The freedom Ellen longs for is greater than, although it includes, the freedom the 
vote and a public life would offer; McTavish’s condemning eye illustrates the call for 
total liberty that West sounds in her essays.  In a 1912 article for The Daily Herald 
entitled “Homeless Women,” West argues that the moral and physical policing of women 
in public spaces is one of the subtle ways in which society restricts women’s liberty, 
curfews being “a particularly irritating infringement of personal liberty” (357).  She cites 
a contemporary columnist who declaims, “‘a girl who thinks she can come in an out of a 
house at any time of the night soon loses her character, and a character is the most 
precious thing in the world to a girl’” (357).  West counters this moralistic screed with 
her assertion that such an attitude represents a modern-day, Western  
  harem system.  A woman may go out at night to do a hundred necessary  
  and honorable things.  She will, if she is an intelligent being, go out once a 
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  week to a suffrage or socialist meeting.  And I hope that she will   
  sometimes be able to spend a shilling going to see Pavlova.  Moreover,  
  there are times when, after a long day’s work, one’s nerves are rubbed up  
  the wrong way, and nothing but a long walk through the darkness to the  
  heights… will quiet them down.  (357) 
 
Ellen, as an embodiment of the new woman West calls for here, indeed longs for the 
liberty to go where she pleases, when she pleases, for whatever reasons she pleases.  But, 
as this incident in the novel illustrates, moral strictures and sexist assumptions constrict 
women physically and socially, a result of the totality of the patriarchal attitudes 
embodied in the State.  As West writes in a 1970 review of a book called Patriarchal 
Attitudes, “women… provoke censoriousness to no end.  [The author] has gathered a 
notable sheaf of quotations from the great didactics, beginning with Rousseau and 
coming to a climax with Freud, all looking at the opposite sex as if they had seen a 
ghost,… crying out that this is against nature, and working out rites of exorcism by 
restrictive conventions” (“Aren’t Men Beasts?” 90).   
 McTavish’s condemnation of Ellen’s spatial freedom illustrates the need for what 
West calls “the revolt of women against any kind of social or political control imposed by 
man” (“Another Book” 224, emphasis mine). When Ellen walks down the street 
unbowed, and refuses to honor the strength of McTavish’s opinion, he sees even her 
“dignity… as a monstrous breach of the social contract….  But all these women were 
vile” (125).  If female dignity marks a breach of the social contract, then the society that 
writes and endorses this contract must be destroyed.  McTavish’s desire to exert total 
control over Ellen in the public realm (over her finances as her employer, over her 
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budding sexual relationships, over her body in any public space) illustrates the need for a 
more radical approach to liberty and feminism than Ellen has heretofore engaged in.  
 West sets one of the turning points of Book 1 at a Votes for Women meeting, and 
this moment in the narrative is important for both thematic and formal reasons.  While the 
decisive split between Books 1 and 2 of the novel represents the most notable formal 
experiment in the novel, West also engages in more subtle acts of narrative 
experimentation as part of her sustained effort to use narrative structure to contest the 
authority of any one point of view over another.  From the beginning of the novel, West 
sets up a recursive, non-linear structure as a way to reveal multiple characters’ 
perspectives of an event, usually to establish a specific contrast between how a 
privileged, powerful male views an event versus how Ellen Melville, the poverty-
stricken, ambitious suffragette does.  West uses these narrative juxtapositions in Book 1 
to introduce an anarchic attitude toward structures both thematically and in terms 
narrative; to illustrate Ellen’s education as a feminist as a way to prepare us for her shift 
in from suffrage-oriented feminist to an avant-garde, anarchist one; and to prepare us for 
the more dramatic shift to come between Book 1 and Book 2.  It is worth examining this 
specific instance of West’s disruptive narrative technique in Book 1, since it most clearly 
illustrates Ellen’s ideological shift as a feminist.   
 West uses the scene at the Votes for Women meeting to gently mock the limited 
scope of suffrage and to introduce anarchic motherhood as an alternative to it.  When we 
meet Ellen Melville, she is an unconventional young woman by most standards 
(McTavish, Ellen’s mother, and Richard all consider Ellen sui generis), but despite that 
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she is a fairly conventional feminist.  For instance, Book 1, Chapter 2 is narrated through 
Ellen’s center of consciousness as she hands out programs at the Votes for Women 
meeting.  In this chapter, Ellen attempts to make sense of the tension between her 
devotion to a progressive social cause and her increasing attraction to Richard Yaverland, 
her soon-to-be lover who appears at the meeting on her invitation.  West uses this chapter 
to point up the limits of conventional suffragism through satire: Ellen, in her efforts to 
become a new woman, decides that a commitment to the cause demands a personal life of 
abstention from desire, and therefore “[s]he did not permit herself irrational emotions” 
like love or desire, and resolves that she will “‘have nothing to do with any man until I 
am great’” (she echoes this sentiment later when she confesses to Richard, during their 
walk through the Pentlands, that, though she loves the view from the top of a mountain 
there, she refuses herself the satisfaction of climbing it again until she has scored a 
meaningful victory for a great social cause) (51).  West, who once wrote an essay 
subtitled “A Call for Riotous Living,” not only disdained the call for social and sexual 
purity emanating from many feminist circles, but also argued that these policies were just 
as restrictive and repressive as the social conventions feminist sought to overthrow.  
What women needed, West argued in her essays, were more experiences, not fewer; was 
the freedom to walk the streets without fear for one’s physical self or fear of the 
imputation of one’s character; was a dinner of steak and wine; was the experience of love 
and sex; was, in short, the freedom to be an individual with desires.  Ellen, at this point in 
the novel, feels desire but refuses it, and understands sexual purity and abstemiousness as 
part of the duty of a suffragist.  
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 West immediately follows this chapter with one written from Richard’s center of 
consciousness: we hear of the same event, the Votes for Women meeting, from the 
position not of Ellen, an activist, but from Richard, a man who represents to Ellen 
masculine sexuality and privilege.  Richard enjoys access to the wider world that Ellen’s 
sex denies her (he is recently returned from Rio de Janero), and his emergence on her 
territory—Ellen’s public activist space—startles her out of her own consciousness.   
Although Richard’s attitudes towards women emerge in this chapter as largely socially 
primitive and sexually-motivated, he does attribute to mothers in general and his mother 
in particular an anarchic and redemptive power.  When he listens to one of the speakers at 
the event, Mrs. Ormiston, he notes that he liked “her invincible quality, the way she had 
turned to and made a battering ram of her own…body to level the walls of authority; she 
reminded him of his mother” (61).  Indeed, Richard locates her rebelliousness, her desire 
to tear down existing structures of complacent and carelessly-wielded power, in her 
motherhood: “He thought of her as he had often thought of his mother…. Such women 
never stood upright, lifting their faces to the sunlight, smiling at the way of the wind in 
the tree-tops; they seemed to be crouched down with ear to earth, listening to the 
footsteps of the events which were marching upon their beloved” (61).  These rebellious 
mothers are not acquiescent to the State, offering up their offspring for service to abstract 
ideals.  Rather, they are hyper-attuned to the ways in which the world’s events threaten to 
bear down upon the individualism of their creations, and prepare themselves to fight off 
the onslaughts.  Indeed, the juxtaposition of these two chapters reveals one of the reasons 
Richard is drawn to Ellen, and sets us up for the dramatic and decisive shift of Book 2: 
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both Ellen and Marion, Richard’s mother, are or will become unconventional women, 
dedicated to undoing what is in favor of what could be.  As Richard looks at Ellen during 
the meeting, he marvels that “Ellen Melville was lovelier stuff because she was at grips 
with the world,” a description that could just as easily be applied to Marion Yaverland, 
the fiercely unconventional woman of the second half of the novel, an unwed mother 
whose every act reveals her dedication to an anarchist’s sense of liberty (61). 
 One of the speakers at the Votes for Women meeting discusses the unwed mother 
in compassionate terms as a theoretical problem to be solved, a position Ellen vaguely 
endorses.  At this point in the novel, Ellen does not have “any great opinion of unmarried 
mothers, whom she suspected of belonging to the same type of woman who would start 
on a day’s steamer excursion and then find that she had forgotten the sandwiches” (57).  
The topic of unmarried mothers excites Ellen’s applause for only two reasons: because 
the topic of unwed motherhood reminds her how little she knows about “what men did to 
women,” and because she “could not abide the State’s pretence that an illegitimate baby 
had only one parent when everybody knew that every baby had really two” (57).  This 
figure, then, throws into relief Ellen’s own sexual immaturity (even the language here 
reverts to a childish tone), and in a vague way causes Ellen to think of the injustice of the 
State.   
 When Richard confesses to Ellen that he is illegitimate, he dreads Ellen’s 
response for several reasons.  His fear that she will “take it sentimentally” (177) is 
realized when, in response to the news of his illegitimacy, Ellen says, “‘Ah, poor thing… 
isn’t it a shame! Mrs. Ormiston is always very strong on the unmarried mother in her 
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speeches’” (177).  Richard bristles at the “vision of how glibly these women at the 
Suffrage meeting would have talked of Marion’s case… and he found himself unable to 
exempt Ellen from this suspicion….  He said with some exasperation: ‘I’m not talking of 
the unmarried mother; I am talking of my mother, who was not married to my father’” 
(177).  In his statement, Richard both demystifies unwed motherhood and defends it as a 
legitimate, conscious choice.  He also wants to save Marion from life as a type, and 
expresses fury at the thought that society would treat his mother as a comprehensible, 
knowable figure based on this status alone.  Richard desires to preserve Marion’s identity 
as an individual whose unconventionality is a source of strength, not of weakness; he sees 
her not as a theoretical problem to be solved but as a possibility to be embraced.  As we 
will see in Book 2 of The Judge, it is ultimately Marion’s capitulation to society’s 
demands (in the shape of her marriage to Peacey) and not her defiance of society’s 
demands that causes her tragic downfall.  
 Although Ellen, in Book 1, does not stray far from the endorsements of suffrage, 
she does begin to long for a more radical and comprehensive approach to issues of 
liberty, and West expresses this longing through her description of the Pentlands, a 
landscape vitally important to Ellen as a character.  Although a turn to West’s 
descriptions of landscape in the novel might seem utterly disconnected from her use of 
and attraction to anarchism, I would argue that we should instead recognize the ways in 
which these two concerns are linked. 37  Elie and Elisee Reclus, the two anarchist brothers 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 This attention to the importance of landscape in modernist and feminist fiction is in line with 
the contemporary scholarly efforts of Susan Stanford Friedman (Mappings) and Jennifer Nesbitt 
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who tutored West’sfather and uncle, were both anarchist geographers and argued that 
nature provides a model through which anarchist ideals could best be apprehended and 
expressed.  In his article “Rebecca West and the Meaning of Exile,” Schweizer notes that 
“the Reclus brothers held… that geographical location helped determine social and 
political institutions” (399).  Elisee Reclus, in “Anarchy” (1894) argued that anarchy is a 
natural state, as opposed the artificiality of the manmade State, and, like Emma Goldman 
in the opening pages of her first issue of Mother Earth, turns to nature as a model of 
cooperative systems. 38  He believed that “A secret harmony exists between the earth and 
the peoples whom it nourishes,” and that the man-made State “violate[d] this harmony” 
(qtd. in Fleming 161-2).  
  Not only that, Reclus saw anarchism and feminism as essentially linked.  Marie 
Fleming, in her study of Reclus, elucidates the ways that Reclus considered “the most 
barbarous society… that in which the man ruled simply because he wielded greater 
physical force… while the woman was… servant to the master….  Matriarchy, [Reclus] 
said… represented a higher stage in social evolution” (qtd. in Schweizer, Rebecca West 
78).  Reclus himself, in “Anarchism,” explained his ideals of anarchism in terms of the 
family: “The change we propose in society is precisely the change which is going on in 
the family itself, where the old idea of a ruling master… is gradually abandoned, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(Narrative Settlements) as well as the critical focus on territory and spatiality currently in vogue 
in the field of New Modernist Studies.   
38 In this essay, Reclus suggests that “harmonists” might be an apt term for believers in anarchy, 
but he ultimately concedes that the term anarchy is necessary because “our struggle against all 
official power… distinguishes us most essentially” (132).   
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where love, mutual respect, and permanent kindness are considered the only natural ties 
between them” (qtd. in Schweizer, Rebecca West 78).  Indeed, Reclus held a broad view 
of anarchism as a process of social evolution, and counted reforms in education, women’s 
rights, and science all incremental but important changes indicative of a larger shift 
toward cooperative anarchism.  Indeed, to Reclus (and to West and Goldman), “thought 
divorced from dogma, independent research, [and]… the refusal to submit to authority… 
‘[are all] anarchy, even when we are not conscious of it’” (Fleming 167). 
 West, who considered herself profoundly influenced by the philosophy of Reclus, 
uses the landscapes in Books 1 and 2 to illustrate the new society, based on liberty and 
freedom, Ellen longs for.  Ellen’s trip to the Pentlands is one she arranges with Richard, 
and this landscape represents her own desire for freedom: she runs through the landscape 
innocently, almost childishly, and takes deep pleasure in naming the parts of this 
landscape for Richard.  For Ellen, the Pentlands represent a new order and another 
country, a phrase repeated in the chapter itself: Richard declares to her that “‘You’re a 
person all by yourself.  One doesn’t think of you as belonging to any country’” (98); 
when Richard overlooks the landscape from a higher plane he thinks, “Surely this country 
was not real, but an imagination of Ellen’s mind.  It [the landscape] was so like her” 
(106); when the peace and possibility of the Pentlands is disrupted by her necessary 
return to the city, work, and McTavish, Ellen thinks, “Perhaps if she could go to some 
new country she would escape this misery” (121).  Although Ellen has not yet renounced 
her conventional suffragism at this point in the novel, West begins to establish an 
anarchic desire within Ellen for an entirely new order, for a change more radical and 
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thoroughgoing than a legislative one.  Through the Pentlands in Book 1 and Marion’s 
marshes in Book 2, West creates landscapes that are reflective of female desire, bare of 
almost any cultural institutions or values, ambiguous and multiform in their physical 
make-up, and suggestive of the need to begin anew.  This landscape is the first indication 
that Ellen will eventually veer away from a limited suffragist perspective and instead 
toward a more radical social and psychological reordering, as embodied in the Pentlands, 
the marshes, Marion, and unwed motherhood.  What West conveys through imagery here 
she reinforces through the structure of the novel, which juxtaposes perspectives in order 
to undermine narrative authority and to illustrate Ellen’s education as a new woman and 
feminist. 
  This desire for another order, a new country, a space that transcends boundaries 
and a space that perfectly reflects Ellen’s soul, mind, and desire for a full expression of 
freedom is immediately and violently countered by the appearance of Philip McTavish, 
first symbolically and then actually.  McTavish’s symbolic presence acts as a reminder 
that “Ellen herself must live with her growing feminist consciousness within a male 
environment” (Garufi 96).  His avatar appears in the landscape when Ellen senses a 
disruption of her ideal world of freedom and liberty in the Pentlands:  
  So there, where the shadow lay thickest under the arch, was a patch of  
  still black water, confined in stagnancy by a sunk log on which alluvial  
  mud had made a garden of whitish grasses like the beard of an unclean old 
  man.  The impact of the unchecked floods that rushed past made this black 
  patch shake perpetually, and this irregular motion gave it a sort of   
  personality.  It suggested a dark man shaking with a suppressed passion of  
  malice.  It was like Mr. Philip…. It was all right to be here on the   
  Pentlands enjoying herself, but on Monday she would have to go back and 
  work under Mr. Philip.  She could not go on like this.  She would have to  
  kill herself.  (108) 
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The Pentlands provide everything the State forcibly refuses: freedom of movement, 
freedom from labels or ideological constrictions, freedom from a defined sense of sex or 
gender (while in the Pentlands, Richard remarks that Ellen is really “like a boy” in many 
ways).  In the Pentlands, Ellen finds a landscape that represents a new country of her 
choosing and of her imagination, one devoid of the hallmarks of the male-authored State.  
Yet even here patriarchal presence intrudes in the form of McTavish, a man who 
repeatedly delimits Ellen’s territory based on her sex and her class.  This intrusion is so 
violent, and so dire, that Ellen would rather destroy herself than live without the liberty 
the Pentlands offer.   
 But Ellen does not die: after the death of her mother, she moves from Scotland to 
England, where she becomes the spiritual daughter of Marion, Richard’s mother.  
Marion, a proud unwed mother, is the force that initiates Ellen’s shift from suffrage to 
anarchy, and who indeed upsets all order—in the novel, in society—around her.  In one 
of her letters to The New Freewoman, West wrote that not even “Shaw brought anything 
so anarchic as an unmarried mother on the stage” (“The Gospel” 21).  West builds the 
second half of The Judge around unmarried mothers, and indeed populates this novel 
with them: Marion is, of course, the most notable example, but Roger Peacey’s poverty-
stricken fiancée, Poppy, gives birth to a child out of wedlock, which she is forced to give 
up, and Ellen, in the last line of the novel, knowingly and with great foresight dedicates 
herself to becoming an unwed mother.  Through the character of Marion, West allows 
herself to speak the unspeakable (Marion’s story involves both unwed motherhood and 
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marital rape) about women’s lives, and allows her to locate and profess anarchic 
motherhood as a revolutionary social possibility.  
 Marion Yaverland’s story centers around her role as a mother, and reveals the 
hypocrisy of the very concept of “legitimate” children: Marion adores her first son 
Richard, who is “illegitimate” yet conceived in love and passion, and reviles her second 
son Roger, who is “legitimate” but conceived through rape.  Her story, in brief, is as 
follows: Marion, as a young woman, falls in love with the married squire of town, Harry 
Torque;39 their passionate love results in Marion conceiving her son Richard, who will 
eventually fall in love with Ellen Melville.  Marion adores her child even before his birth, 
and she revels in the creative powers of her motherhood.  Toward the end of her 
pregnancy, Marion takes a Sunday walk through the town; the townspeople harass and 
hound her because of the threat her unwed motherhood poses to their sense of decency 
and order, and eventually the mob stones her, threatening both her life and the life of her 
unborn child.  Her lover’s butler, Peacey, gives Marion cover in his lodging and nurses 
her wounds.  There he offers her the “protection of [his] name” through a marriage that 
he promises will be marriage in name alone: he will not, he vows, ever expect her to 
consummate their union (276).  Marion, under pressure from her family, reluctantly 
accepts this proposition; she despises this capitulation to convention and to the demands 
of the State and the Church, but does so in an effort to protect her adored, unborn son, 
Richard.  Shortly after Marion gives birth to Richard, her illegitimate child with the 
squire, Peacey rapes her, demanding his due as her legal husband and breaking his word.  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 An apt name, considering “torque” refers to a “force or system of forces.” 
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Marion becomes pregnant again, this time with a child she names Roger.  Despite her 
best efforts, she despises Roger and eventually sends him off to live with Peacey, whom 
she has banished after the rape.  Eventually, Roger, the child of lawful marital rape and 
now an evangelizing member of the Hallelujah Army, returns to castigate the supposed 
immorality of his mother and brother, driving both Marion to her (apparent) suicide and 
Richard to his murder of Roger.  
 In all respects, Marion defies categorization, and as such points up the small-
mindedness of Ellen’s initial vision.  Even forward-thinking, socially-progressive Ellen 
expresses disgust toward and frustration with this figure because of her very ambiguity, 
her ability to slip bounds and definitions: upon meeting her, Ellen is disturbed because of 
the “tormenting incongruity about this woman” (204).  Marion, though legally married to 
Mr. Peacey, instead maintains her maiden name with a “Mrs.” affixed to it; she is old, 
though she behaves with the vitality of the young;40 and she is feminine, yet she has the 
“head of a great man” (204).  Marion’s still-sexual body and physical ambiguities, her 
public naming of herself, her challenge to accepted codes in all manners, upset and 
disgust Ellen, whose own focus is still firmly on the vote and not on more radical issues 
of women’s freedom.  Nancy L. Paxton agrees, remarking that “Marion Yaverland’s 
story is used to illustrate some of the most vexing issues concerning female sexuality and 
embodiment, issues that were sidelined when the suffragettes adopted their antisex 
slogan” (191).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40  Marion is described as “dark with unspent energy,” and Ellen, who believes that “[o]ld persons 
ought to take up the positions of the audience” finds instead that Marion “was not in the least 
what one expects an old person to be” (238, 204). 
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 In the same manner that Ellen takes Richard to a landscape that represents her 
desire for liberty, Marion takes Ellen to the marshes around Yaverland’s End, and there 
the landscape reveals the allure and power of Marion’s insistence on ambiguity.  Ellen 
initially rejects the marshes outright, thinking that this “was not her own country,” yet her 
initial disgust eventually shades into a sense of wonder at the landscape’s possibilities 
(229).  This “plain of mud” is neither one substance nor another; it is instead a “new and 
curious estate of nature, this substance that was neither earth nor water, this place that 
was neither land nor sea…. It supported its own life” (231, 232).  This landscape, at first 
unsettling to Ellen, eventually beguiles her with its strange “quality of beauty” and its 
“solemn quality of importance.  It was as if this was the primeval ooze from which the 
first life stirred…. Again the place seemed curiously like Marion” (232).  The marshes 
and Marion share the quality of independence (they “supported their own life”), of 
ambiguity, of unexpected contours and possibilities, and of a different way of 
apprehending and living in the world.  Marion sees the marshes not as a lonely place, but 
as an “‘innocent territory, with no human beings living on it.  There was a feeling… of 
extraordinary freedom and lightness’” (232).  Here Marion begins to reveal the contours 
of her rebellion: she values a landscape that bears no imprint of humanity and its petty, 
pious, mean institutions, and in so doing levels a challenge against the State that has 
deemed her a social pariah and her prized son Richard illegitimate.  Debra Rae Cohen, in 
Remapping the Home Front, discusses West’s exploration of “overlapping structures of 
containment—by architecture, by class, by ideology, by patriarchy, by imaginative 
failure, by narrative, even by genre,” which West evokes through the landscapes in her 
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novels (66).  Here, Marion’s philosophy finds expression in her landscape, one which is 
free of enclosures, definitions, and marks of society, and instead one deeply ambiguous 
and full of the promise of self-definition.  
 It is when Marion gives Ellen a tour of the house she built that the full force of her 
anarchic nature can be apprehended; indeed, “the house is in fact Marion’s clearest 
statement about herself” (Ray 300).  Marion, who was the mistress of the local squire and 
bore him a son (Richard, Ellen’s fiancé) out of wedlock, literally and figuratively situates 
herself outside of State as embodied by the squire’s manor and instead builds herself a 
home that looks over a landscape that revels in female self-determination.  The house in 
which Marion lives is itself a hybrid, half of it being the old Yaverland homestead 
Marion preserves as part of her own history, and half of it being new rooms that she has 
added on to it as “a new start” (235).  Tellingly, she chooses to preserve the old 
homestead, though she finds much of the structure “ugly” (234).  One might argue that 
Marion’s preservation of the old home represents a conventional respect for tradition, but 
I would argue otherwise.  In preserving the old house, Marion chooses to honor her 
family history, and not her lover’s, in defiance of and in response to the monuments to 
the squire and his authority that dot the town and countryside.  
 Marion also erects this house a means of communication with the society that 
condemns her.  As she explains to Ellen, “‘I should have had it pulled down when I built 
the new rooms…. I couldn’t, you know.  When people don’t understand why you did 
things, and say you did them because you had no respect for good and established 
decencies of life, you become most carefully conservative!’” (234).  Rather than see this 
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as a gesture of someone who has been cowed by the pressures of society into preserving 
something she does not find beautiful, we can instead read this as an expression of 
Marion’s power to author meaning through her surroundings.  She erects a house that 
attests to her awareness of tradition at the same time it flouts this tradition with rooms of 
her own creation.  In constructing her own house, Marion envisions and embodies a 
realm of difference, outside of the bounds and grounds of the (e)state.  
The house’s association with Marion’s grandmother reinforces its status as a 
reminder of a specifically feminine family history that must be preserved for the 
cautionary lessons it teaches women like Marion and Ellen.  Marion says of the house, 
“‘[I]t’s been here two hundred years…. To have it disturbed would have been like turning 
my grandmother’s ghost out of doors’” (234).  Marion’s grandmother symbolizes the 
tyranny of a repressive marriage and the ways in which it threatens the very female self-
determination Marion enacts when she builds her house.  Marion’s grandmother  
 had spent all of her life being the good wife to Edward Yaverland, and she 
 had not liked him….  It is not in the nature of any human being to admit 
 that they have wasted their whole life, and since she had certainly gained 
 no treasure of love from her forty years with her husband it was necessary 
 that she should invent some good purpose which that tedious 
 companionship had served.  The theory of the sanctity of marriage came in 
 handy; it comforted her to believe that by merely being a wife she had 
 fulfilled a function pleasing to God and necessary to the existence of 
 society. (225)    
 
The grandmother’s legacy, then, reveals to Marion the sham of state- and Church-
sanctioned marriage; the Church emerges here as nothing more than a palliative to those 
who lacked the courage to reject the demands of society in order to pursue instead a life 
of personal fulfillment.  In her construction of her own dwelling and in her attitude 
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toward the opinions of those who surround her, Marion resurrects the past in order to 
defy it, and in so doing assiduously challenges the repressive existing social order.  
Thematically, Marion embodies an anarchic ideal in three main ways: by 
challenging the authority of the Church and the institution of marriage; by subverting the 
authority of the State to categorize children’s “legitimacy” and by pointing up the 
inherent violence of the State; and by influencing Ellen’s affiliation throughout the novel, 
moving her from a mainstream suffragist-socialist to the subject position of the anarchic 
unwed mother.  Although Ellen finds it monstrous that Marion, a woman in favor of the 
cause of suffrage, has not engaged in public action, Marion’s defiance of institutions is 
more radical and direct than Ellen realizes.  Marion makes no effort to hide her disdain 
for institutions such as the Church and marriage, and through her life of public refusal 
provides a new model for living outside of these institutions.  When Marion encounters 
Mrs. Winter, the vicar’s wife whom she describes to Ellen as representing “the social life 
of Roothing,” this interaction reveals the social code Marion attempts to subvert (250).  
When Mrs. Winter speaks of the kindness of God, immediately after recounting the death 
of a baby, Marion replies by rejecting religion as a simple palliative, and instead asserts 
her own belief in “God’s indifference” (252).  To attribute an infant death to God’s 
kindness is to overlook the real economic and social cause of high infant mortality: 
poverty and its insidious effects on women and children.   
Ellen, who is still fairly firmly aligned with mainstream suffragism at this point in 
the novel, recoils in horror from Marion’s overt rejection of the Church, but here Marion 
takes on what Goldman claims suffragism overlooks: “many advanced women… never 
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truly understood the meaning of emancipation.  They thought that all that was needed 
was independence from external tyrannies; the internal tyrants, far more harmful to life 
and growth—ethical and social conventions—were left to take care of themselves” (“The 
Tragedy” 221).  Marion, through her choice of unwed motherhood and through her vocal 
denunciation of social and ethical conventions, takes on both the external and internal 
tyrants of which Goldman speaks. 
Just as the ghostly embodiment of McTavish upsets the balance of the Pentlands, 
embodiments of the Church and State Marion attempts to defy encroach upon the 
anarchic space of her glorious muddy marshes.  The huts belonging to the “Hallelujah 
Army [disfigure]” the landscape that is, for Marion, not just a place but “a mental state, a 
revisitable peace, a country on whose soil the people and the passions of imagination 
lived” (229, 245).  Roger, Marion’s second, legitimate, and despised son, emerges at this 
point in the novel as one of the “soldiers” of the Hallelujah Army, and through his 
presence initiates the tragic downfall of the unconventional Marion and Richard.  Roger 
emerges as the novel’s most damning criticism of marriage as an institution.  He is 
everything that Richard is not: cloying, conventional, weak-willed, soft, sniveling, the 
product of marital rape, the child of Marion’s body but not her spirit—yet “legitimate,” 
codified by the blessings of the Church.  By aligning Roger with the Hallelujah Army, 
West redoubles her criticism of Church: not only is Roger the pale child of violent 
convention, as an adult he perpetuates a moral code out of a desperate need to quell the 
tide of creative individualism embodied by Marion and Richard.   
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West, who clearly models the Hallelujah Army on the Salvation Army and other 
social embodiments of Christian morality, lambasts these institutions as ones that 
exchange material necessities for adherence to a conventional moral code, to which 
young women of the time would have been particularly susceptible owing to their 
economic vulnerability.  As she writes of the YWCA in her 1912 essay “Homeless 
Women,” “There is no doubt that the arrangements in some of these houses are most 
comfortable.  But they have one serious drawback.  The inmates have to submit to moral 
mollycoddling…. [Their policies, such as prayers and curfews are] a particularly 
irritating infringement of personal liberty” (356, 357).  West’s (and Marion’s) forthright 
critique of righteous and upstanding social institutions like the Salvation Army was itself 
both radical and dangerous.  Kathleen Kennedy, in Disloyal Mothers and Scurrilous 
Citizens, notes that women who were perceived as critiquing the Red Cross and other 
social institutions that supported the State and traditional constructions of motherhood 
could be and were charged with espionage, of disloyalty to the State (94).  In her 
rejection of the Hallelujah Army and her own avowed and public atheism, Marion 
Yaverland levels an anarchist critique against an organization devoted to upholding the 
powers of the Church and the values of traditional morality and maternity, all under the 
cover of charity.   
Richard, unlike his pious, legitimate brother, is repeatedly identified as the 
“lawless” child, the one who refuses to respect the bounds of tradition and instead 
emerges as a fierce, powerful, handsome individualist.  That he was conceived outside of 
the conventions of the Church marks him as a true child of Marion’s spirit, her making: 
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“She had wondered, looking at the beauty of his contemptuous little face…, whether it 
was not a sound instinct on the part of the race to persecute illegitimate children.  Either 
they were conceived more lethargically than other children…. [o]r, like Richard, they had 
been conceived more intensely than other children, of love so passionate that it had 
drawn together men and women separated by social prohibitions….  [V]itality itself had 
been kneaded into his flesh by his parents’ passion” (309).  Richard, a child who, in his 
unconventionality and strength, threatens to upset the social order, and Marion, a woman 
who exposes the brutality of the Church and the State, must be destroyed by Roger, the 
embodiment of obedient convention, lest their unchecked, anarchic energies re-order the 
landscape and society around them.  Indeed, Marion’s own thirst for children remains 
unslaked, and the “procreative genius of her body” remains incompletely expressed 
because of Harry Torque’s cowardice and society’s vicious condemnation (329).  Had 
Harry (the squire, and Richard’s father) had the courage to continue to defy convention 
with her, she longed to “perform this miracle [of birth] again and again and people her 
world with lovely, glowing, disobedient sons and daughters” (266).  Marion’s desire 
encompasses more than childbearing and child-rearing; she instead longs to mother 
children who will inherit and carry on her creative disobedience and her anarchic legacy.  
Emma Goldman, too, saw the child born outside of wedlock, and the mother 
audacious enough to refuse the comforts of tradition, as symbolic of the possibilities of a 
freer, better order.  Goldman, in her own fashioning of free motherhood, emphasized both 
the creative freedom women could find in a liberated motherhood, unhitched from the 
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demands of marriage and the Church, and the inherited freedom her offspring would 
revel in from their earliest days.   
 Every institution of our day, the family, the State, our moral codes,  
  sees in every strong, beautiful, uncompromising personality a deadly  
  enemy; therefore every effort is being made to cramp human   
  emotion and originality of thought in the individual into a straight-  
  jacket from its earliest infancy; or to shape every human being   
  according to one pattern; not into a well-rounded individuality, but  
  into a patient work slave, professional automaton, tax-paying   
  citizen, or righteous moralist.…  If education should really mean   
  anything at all, it must insist upon the free growth and development of the  
  innate forces and tendencies of the child.  In this way alone can we  
  hope for the free individual and eventually also for a free community,  
  which shall make interference and coercion of human growth   
  impossible.  (“The Child and Its Enemies” 7, 14) 
 
Marion’s desire to populate the landscape with “glowing, disobedient sons and 
daughters” speaks to her desire both to enact her own “procreative genius” and, further 
and more radically, to create an entirely new order based on love, passion, and anarchy.  
The rebellion she launches stands not only for her own longing for freedom, but also for 
her desire to reshape the social landscape and initiate an alternate anarchistic free 
community akin to the one Goldman envisions.    
 It is through her obvious and public pride in her unwed motherhood that Marion 
achieves defiance of the Church, the State, and moral convention.  When Richard and 
Ellen walk through the estate grounds late in the novel, Ellen remarks that it is a shame 
that Richard, as an illegitimate son, cannot inherit his father’s lands.  He replies in 
disgust, “‘Can’t you understand that I am glad that nothing which was his is mine?,’” a 
response entirely in line with his mother’s dedication to individualism (407).  Richard 
will not and does not care to inherit his father’s lands, but he does inherit his mother’s 
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defiant attitude toward legal conference of legitimacy and codified mythologies.  Richard 
acknowledges as much when points to his mother’s example as what put him “‘outside all 
interests, who, thanks to you, doesn’t belong to any class’” (337).  Further, she manages 
to teach him this lesson not as an “‘ordinary married woman who believed that you’d go 
to hell if you didn’t do your duty by your children,’” but instead as a clear-eyed, 
rebellious realist who “‘knew that there was no such thing as justice in heaven or earth’” 
(338).  We are reminded again of West’s Essay “I Regard Marriage with Fear and 
Horror,” in which she credits her own mother with “freeing our lives from… spiritual 
limitations” (5).  
 Despite Marion’s “crouching strength” and thorough individualism, convention, 
in the form of Roger, eventually undoes her and her son Richard (394).  Marion’s 
“violent order,” her power to “shatt[er]… the world around her” eventually succumbs to 
the encroaching demands of social convention (242, 359).  In order to free her sons from 
her transfixing power, she kills herself;41 Richard, upon hearing this, kills Roger; and the 
novel closes with the certainty of Richard’s execution at the hands of the law.  But 
Marion’s story is rescued from tragedy by the figure of Ellen, who knowingly dedicates 
herself to free motherhood as a path to meaningful and total liberation.  In the last line of 
the novel, Ellen looks out to “the country of the mud and wonder[s] whether it was a son 
or daughter that waited for her there” (430).   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 This is the accepted reading of Marion’s fate, and certainly the one most strongly suggested by 
the novel itself.  But Marion’s body is never found; her action is never witnessed; her suicide is 
assumed, not proven.  In fact, Marion simply disappears from the novel itself, in another 
unconventional move in line with West’s experimentalism and Marion’s challenge to all forms, to 
all order. 
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 It is Marion’s influence that shifts Ellen’s affiliation from suffragism to 
anarchism, and this influence can be traced through the novel.  Ellen, for all of her 
earnest efforts to fight for the franchise, initially does not endeavor to empower all 
women; until she meets Marion, she recoils from “bad wom[e]n” who bear the stain of 
premarital sex (397).  While Ellen initially unthinkingly agrees with “whatever the 
Labour party literature” endorses, and earnestly arranges her face so that she looks the 
way a Socialist should look (21), Marion “seemed to reject everything” (251).  Indeed, 
Marion strikes Ellen the suffragette as particularly dangerous, “so deep in crime as to be 
guilty of offenses that are denounced in two separate sorts of meetings”: as a woman 
disconnected from the world of Labor, she would be denounced by more progressive 
circles as a social parasite; as an unwed mother, she would be denounced from the 
conservative pulpit (209).   
 But Ellen slowly learns to sympathize with Marion over the course of Book 2 by 
living in her home, one in which the private is made grossly public: Ellen occupies a 
bedroom that is distinguished by its large window, one designed generations ago by a 
suspicious husband who wanted to monitor his wife.  Ellen finds both beauty and terror in 
this room: while it is “ventilated by beauty, … she knew that she would find living on the 
ledge of this view quite intolerable.  All that existed within the room was dwarfed by the 
immensity that the glass let in upon it, like the private life… dominated by some great 
general idea” (241).  By occupying Marion’s space, in the house she has preserved as a 
lesson of past wrongs and altered as an indication of what could be, Ellen slowly begins 
to appreciate ways in which public convention dominated, shaped, and dwarfed Marion’s 
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possibilities, and witnesses the fullness of Marion’s struggle against these pervasive and 
deadly “internal tyrants” of social convention.  Ellen learns that Marion’s downfall comes 
not because of her rejection of convention, but instead because she capitulated to the 
demands of society and married Peacey, whose marital rape of Marion both illustrates the 
violence of institutions and brings forth Roger, the harbinger of death and convention in 
the novel. 
Marion’s power to reject the demands of the (e)state and live in defiance of 
society show Ellen the limits of enfranchisement, and ultimately cause Ellen to drift away 
from her suffragist efforts and instead embrace the anarchic subject position of the unwed 
mother, a role she looks forward to in the last line of the novel.  Indeed, Marion embodies 
the values of the free mother that Goldman envisions in that she “assert[s] herself as a 
personality,… refuse[s] the right to anyone over her body…, [and] refuse[s] to be a 
servant to God, the State, society, the husband, the family” (“Woman Suffrage” 217).  
Ellen, when she looks out to an island and toward her own independent maternity, learns 
the anarchic lessons embodied by Marion and continues her disruptive legacy.  In one of 
her meditations on the beauty of the Pentlands, Ellen reveals their significance not just as 
a landscape but as a metaphor for radical social change, for “beginning anew”: “She had 
liked places to be destitute of any trace of human society because then a lovelier life of 
the imagination rushed in to fill the vacuum.  Since the engineer had erred who built the 
reservoirs… and had made them useless for that purpose, better things than water came 
along the stone waterways” (247).  Without the imprint of society’s entrenched beliefs 
and conventions, Ellen’s mind is free to imagine “better things than water,” which 
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represents a radical social and psychological reordering, or a freeing from this order 
altogether.   Ellen’s contact with Marion introduces her to a “new and curious estate of 
nature” and by the end of the novel Ellen feels as if she has progressed into “a fifth 
season of the year,”  “another clearing” that will reveal a new divinity ordered not around 
social institutions but around the riotous, rich landscape itself, and the violent, disorderly 
example of Marion (231, 398).   
 Ellen, initially the sexual naïf and earnest suffragette, ultimately chooses to 
eschew the comfort and security of institutions and inheritance at the end of the novel and 
instead embraces Marion’s model of unwed motherhood, one she anticipates when she 
looks out to the island amid the “country of the mud” (410).  Indeed, Marion initiates an 
ethos of “procreative genius” that is not reproductive but destroys and reorders the 
landscape around her.  This final vision represents Ellen’s new allegiance to the anarchic 
undoing embodied in Marion’s example of unwed motherhood, and a new understanding 
of the figure of the unwed mother as one that need not provoke pity but might instead 
embody ideals of liberty, choice, freedom, and untapped possibility. The new country 
Ellen divines in the Pentlands is realized in the final lines of the novel: a country of exile, 
abstention, and refusal, but also of creative potential and imagination.  We are reminded 
that the editors of The Freewoman, in their essays on “The New Morality,” saw the 
education of daughters as the best hope for a new anarchist reordering of society: 
progressive mothers “will, moreover, contribute a full quota to the new order in bringing 
up their daughters in a knowledge of conditions as they are and as they might be” 
(Marsden 142, emphasis mine).  What West suggests is not just that Ellen must learn 
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these lessons, but that women must question their decision to ally themselves with the 
state that has subjected them, the state that has deemed them “insolvent citizens.”  
Through her fiction, and most notably through the dyad of Marion and Ellen, West most 
dramatically and fully gives play to her anarcha-feminist leanings, and in the novel 
claims for the unwed mother creative and socially potent powers that she herself, as an 
unwed mother in 1914, was unable to enjoy.  The unwed mother challenges political 
cultural and religious institutions at their root, and continues to do so today, and West 
deploys this anarchic figure as a way to thoroughly and completely reimagine the 
institutions and allegiances that still dominate women’s lives. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
Dislodging the “‘cornerstones of convention’”:42  
The Forsyte Saga’s Anarchist Undertones 
 
 In his blistering essay on John Galsworthy in the infamous collection Scrutinies 
(1928), D. H. Lawrence accuses Galsworthy of merely playing at rebelliousness and 
subversion.  Galsworthy’s subversive figures in The Forsyte Saga, Lawrence argues, are 
not subversive at all.  They do not want to undo the system that they stand outside of; 
instead, they are “the parasite upon the parasites… antis” who appear to despise the 
prevailing order but who live off of the largesse of this order (62).  Lawrence accuses 
Galsworthy of a lack of imagination, of writing satire that faintly damns but does not 
conceive of a viable way to live outside of the prevailing order.  Says Lawrence, “What 
was there besides Forsytes in all the human world?  Mr. Galsworthy looked, and found 
nothing” (61).  Further, Lawrence senses too much sympathy in Galsworthy toward his 
creation, the Forsytes; ultimately, Lawrence writes,  
Galsworthy had not quite enough of the superb courage of his satire.  He 
 faltered, and gave in to the Forsytes….  He might have been the surgeon 
 the modern soul needs to badly to cut away the proud flesh of our Forsytes 
 from the living body of men who are fully alive.  Instead, he put down the 
 knife and laid on a soft sentimental poultice, and helped to make the 
 corruption worse.  Satire exists for the very purpose of killing the social 
 being.  (59) 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 The quotation comes from a conversation between Young Jolyon Forsyte and Phillip Bosinney 
in The Man of Property about the nature of the Forsyte.  Jolyon, who characterizes himself as a 
“thoroughbred mongrel” and “the missing link” between a Forsyte and an artist, sarcastically says 
of his family and the type they embody: “‘My dear sir, the Forsytes are middlemen, the 
commercials, the pillars of society, the cornerstones of convention; everything that’s admirable!’” 
(151, 152). 
	  	  
153	  
This is Lawrence before he takes the gloves off; by the end of the essay, he reduces 
Galsworthy’s great rebellious lovers, Irene and Bosinney, to, respectively, “a sneaking, 
creeping, spiteful sort of bitch… a property prostitute” and a “property mongrel… who 
goes sniffing round the property-bitches” (62).  Lawrence ends the essay by envisioning 
all of the Forsytes being “smothered in their own [sentimental] slime, along with 
everything else.  Which is a comfort” (72).  
Yet this is the same John Galsworthy whom Emma Goldman hails as one of the 
most important social dramatists and one of the great “social iconoclasts of our time” (SS 
7); where Lawrence bemoans Galsworthy’s focus on the mere social at the expense of the 
virile individual, Goldman sees Galsworthy’s attention to social structures as his greatest 
strength.  Goldman numbers Galsworthy among those authors who “know that society 
has gone beyond the state of patching up, and that man must throw off the dead weight of 
the past, with all its ghosts and spooks, if he is to go foot free to meet the future.  This is 
the social significance which differentiates modern dramatic art from art for art’s sake” 
(SS 7).  Whereas Lawrence accuses Galsworthy of “mak[ing] the corruption worse,” 
Goldman hails him as an example of the type of “social surgeon” Lawrence calls for 
(Lawrence 59).  In this chapter, I will show the ways in which Galsworthy’s Forsyte 
Saga, like his more overtly political dramas, demonstrates an anarchic attitude toward the 
state of culture.  Contra Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence, who saw The Forsyte Saga 
as out of step with modernist literature and as hewing too close to the values it attempted 
to satirize, I argue that The Forsyte Saga is of a piece with Galsworthy’s socially 
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progressive dramas in its dedication to not only challenging and undoing the old, but to 
envisioning the new relationship of the individual to society.   
Of Ibsen, Goldman writes that his “destructive effects are at the same time 
supremely constructive, for he not merely undermines existing pillars; indeed, he builds 
with sure strokes the foundation of a healthier, ideal future, based on the sovereignty of 
the individual within a sympathetic social environment” (“The Modern Drama” 259).  I 
will show the ways in which Galsworthy, in The Forsyte Saga, reimagines the 
individual’s relationship to the State through the rebellious body and maternity of Irene.  
Through Irene, Galsworthy successfully illustrates the anarchist ideal that “The state is 
not something which can be destroyed by a revolution, but is a condition, a certain 
relationship between human beings, a mode of human behaviour; we destroy it by 
contracting other relationships, by behaving differently” (Ward 8).  If the Forsyte clan 
stands for the values of Victorian England, the entire saga charts the efforts of the outliers 
in the family to challenge this monolithic family and these monolithic values; ultimately, 
it is Irene who, through her efforts to redefine marriage, and later through her rebellious 
pairing and motherhood, restructures her relationship to the family, to culture, to the 
State.  And whereas Lawrence sees Irene as a selfish, jealous “bitch” who, in the later 
books of the saga, will not allow her son to marry whomever he pleases, we could also 
read Irene’s refusal of the match between Jon and Fleur as a refusal to let the old 
structure re-erect itself (71).  Her rebellion is multi-generational, attuned to relationships 
and family as emblems of State control, and ultimately anarchic.  
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The Modernity of the Edwardians 
 Several recent studies have challenged Virginia Woolf’s famous dictum that “on 
or about December 1910, human character changed,” and have instead reached across 
that divide to reclaim the Edwardians as part of the modern, and indeed sometimes the 
modernist, movement (“Mr. Bennett” 4).  Bonnie Kime Scott, in her anthology Gender in 
Modernism (2007) argues that the Edwardians represent a “missing era” in modernist 
studies that her collection aims to correct.  This “missing era” of 1880-1910 marks “an 
important transition… that included decadent play with sexuality [and] women’s entry 
into a counter-public sphere as suffragists and socialists… with their accompanying 
debates” (12-13).  Jane Eldridge Miller, in her wonderful study Rebel Women: Feminism, 
Modernism and the Edwardian Novel (1994) similarly argues that the divide between 
Edwardians and Georgians/Modernists is too rigid in its construction, and takes the space 
of her study to delineate the overlap between the two eras.  Miller argues that “we need to 
add feminism and Edwardian fiction to existing genealogies of modernism” as an 
acknowledgement of the ways in which both initiated and represent a seismic shift way 
from Victorian social and aesthetic values (9).  Miller further avers that “Edwardian 
novels about women and feminism… are valuable illustrations of the first stage of 
modernism,” which is characterized by “a modernism of content” rather than a 
modernism characterized by formal experimentation (9, 8).  Miller’s most salient point 
emerges when she notes that what the high modernists sought to disrupt through form, 
these early modernists sought to disrupt through content.  Indeed, the early works of 
Forster and Lawrence should not be understood as “weak Victorian novels nor failed 
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modernist ones, but unique expressions of a particular moment in history that need to be 
understood on its own terms.  Their authors thought of themselves as modern, and they 
strove to write fiction that was new; in their basic intention they were not so different 
from the modernists, despite Woolf’s dismissal of them” (8).   
 Miller connects the radical social content of many Edwardian novels with the 
modernist effort to unsettle established social and cultural norms, and points out that 
although it would be accurate to call these authors “modern writers… they did not 
consciously choose to be experimental writers” (7, emphasis mine).  I agree with Miller 
that we need to expand our understanding of modernism to include a modernism of 
content, which, I argue in this study, includes tenets of philosophic anarchy.  To make 
formal experimentation the sole criterion of modernist literature is to misunderstand the 
era, and is to simultaneously overlook the ways in authors like John Galsworthy 
participated in and helped shape a radical tradition in literature.  Galsworthy’s best 
known work and the subject of this chapter, The Forsyte Saga, itself spans the Edwardian 
and Modernist eras: the first novel in the trilogy, The Man of Property, was written in 
1906, yet the last two novels of the trilogy were written at the height of the modernist 
movement, from 1920-1922.  I will show in this chapter that Saga itself is deeply 
disruptive, and its disruptive power comes from the book’s anarchist-inflected feminism.  
Although most of the novel’s disruptive power comes from its content, Galsworthy also 
engages in formal experimentation when he takes the Victorian form of the novel and 
unsettles it through the modern anarchic presence of Irene, the character whose influence 
dismantles the superstructure of the grand Victorian family, who moves beyond challenge 
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into an anarchic undoing of old forms.  As a contemporary of Galsworthy’s wrote of his 
works in 1926, “All Galsworthy’s books centre in a conflict—in a situation where the 
instinct for conformity finds itself at odds with some powerful disintegrating force” 
(Drew 161).  The “disintegrating force” in The Forsyte Saga is Irene, who, through her 
challenges to marriage, property, and institutionalized forms of power, represents another 
form of the anarchic maternal in the modernist novel. 
 Although efforts to connect the Edwardians and Modernists are not uncommon, 
scholarly studies of Galsworthy himself remain exceeding rare.  Indeed, scholarship on 
Galsworthy seems to have dried up around 1940, a dramatic decline that can be, I think, 
at least partially attributed to a wholesale academic adoption of Woolf’s critical 
assessment of Galsworthy in such works as “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.”  The few 
current works of scholarship that resurrect Galsworthy usually endorse Woolf’s sense of 
him as an outmoded, anti-modern materialist.  Two recent studies suggest that The 
Forsyte Saga is a model against which modernists such as Virginia Woolf and William 
Faulkner fashioned their own fractured versions of the family saga (see articles by Liisa 
Saariluoma and Jon Smith, respectively).  These critics tend to perpetuate Woolf’s own 
defensive rejection of the Edwardians as in no way related to the Modernist effort, and as 
that which must be defeated in order for Modernism to flourish.  Smith is especially 
insistent on this point; he claims that Galsworthy, in The Forsyte Saga,  “naturaliz[es] 
capitalist greed, [and] his trilogy authorized the capitalist system,” a reading that 
simultaneously ignores the subversive point and anti-property message of the family 
trilogy (whose protagonist, Soames, is quite literally killed by his very property) and 
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Galsworthy’s trenchant critiques of capitalism as articulated in both his plays and his 
essays (139).  In Smith’s readings of Faulkner’s Snopes novels as a dark parody of the 
Edwardian family novel, he praises Faulkner’s methods, noting that “the parody is far 
more effective if Galsworthy’s own method is used to defeat him”—as if, indeed, 
Galsworthy needed to be defeated in order for Faulkner to flourish (144).  
 Although uncommon, there are several noteworthy contemporary efforts to 
reclaim Galsworthy’s novels as examples of a modernist engagement with experimental 
form and content.  Angharad Saunders, in “Literary Geography: Reforging the 
Connections,” sees in Galsworthy’s works examples of “‘operative irony,’ the 
recognition that there is always another way of looking at the same thing” (440).  
Specifically, the author challenges Woolf’s reading of Galsworthy as a petty materialist, 
absorbed in what does not matter, and instead offers a counter-interpretation of his novel 
Fraternity as one that is “beginning to know in various, and contradictory, ways.  It 
knows of middle class-social engagement, but it also knows that this is being permeated 
by questioning individuals, who use an accepted form to confront society with its own 
social contradictions” (442).  Subsequently, the author frees Galsworthy from his 
materialist mantle and instead situates him in a continuum that stretches from Henry 
James to Jean Rhys; she sees the tensions in his work as modernist in his novels’  
“experiments with a greater subjectivity and transforming sense of space captured 
through a decentering of plot and character” (447).  In this chapter, I will engage in a 
similar effort to re-examine the impassioned and complicated modernist response to 
Galsworthy, thereby challenging Woolf’s estimation of the Edwardians, and 
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simultaneously open up a new avenue from which to understand Galsworthy and his 
work.  Further, I will reconnect Galsworthy to his radical heritage by unearthing critical 
works written by his contemporaries: in his time, he was understood not as an outmoded 
defender of Victorian values, but as a writer at the forefront of radical social movements, 
far-reaching and thorough in his demands for revolt and reform.43 
“Edwardian Uncle” or Anarchist?: The Modernist Response to John Galsworthy 
 In order to reclaim John Galsworthy as both an early modernist and as someone 
whose novels propose a type of philosophical anarchy, one must first address, 
understand, and in some ways push against the modernist case against him, as articulated 
by some of the most canonical figures of modernism, and simultaneously uncover the 
modernist voices who, in their time, recognized Galsworthy as an important close 
ancestor to the modernist effort.  The modernist response to Galsworthy ranges from the 
bilious and vituperative attacks on his art and person, as most infamously voiced by 
Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence, to a warm, full, if somewhat qualified and 
occasionally prickly appreciation of his artistic and reformist efforts, as articulated by 
Joseph Conrad, Rebecca West, and Ford Madox Ford, to a passionate endorsement of his 
work as an example of anarchic literature, as argued by Emma Goldman.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 The radical nature of the Edwardians was the focus of a recent conference at Durham 
University in July 2013 entitled “We Speak a Different Tongue”: Maverick Voices and 
Modernity, 1890-1939.  The conference’s aim was to inspire debate about the boundaries of 
Modernism, and in the process ask questions about the place of the avant-garde, decadence, and 
social reform in modernist studies.  This conference is another example of an effort to define and 
explore the “plurality of… modernisms” and to resituate the Edwardians as part of, rather than 
opposed to, the modernist mindset  (Boyiopoulos).   
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  Part of re-contextualizing Galsworthy involves challenging Woolf’s notions 
about him and the Edwardians in general; in order to retrieve Galsworthy’s revolutionary 
and feminist potential, we must challenge Woolf’s repeated categorization of him as a 
shallow materialist and as an author who endorsed and propounded patriarchal attitudes 
and structures.  Woolf charts her response to Galsworthy in both her published and 
unpublished works, most notably and directly in the essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. 
Brown,” but also in numerous early essays and book reviews (“Mrs. Gaskell,” 1910; 
“Books and Persons,” 1917; “Mr. Galsworthy’s Novel,” 1917; “The Green Mirror,” 
1918; “The Russian View,” 1918), in “Modern Fiction,” in the conclusion of A Room of 
One’s Own, and in the “A Sketch of the Past” section of Moments of Being.  Galsworthy 
exerted a powerful influence on Woolf, the strength of which might help account for the 
urgency she felt in overthrowing this influence.  In “A Sketch of the Past,” Woolf 
categorizes Galsworthy as one of the influences she cannot completely categorize or 
articulate, one of the “invisible presences” that helped shape her and her work, alongside 
such monumental figures and events as her mother, the Cambridge Apostles, World War 
I, and the Vote (80-81); we see the results of Galsworthy’s powerful if invisible presence 
when Woolf confesses in her diaries that one of the main reasons she decided not to call 
her novel The Years by its original name, The Pargiters, was to distinguish it from novels 
like The Forsyte Saga (D 4: 176). Woolf admits, in both her published and unpublished 
work, to being deeply influenced by Galsworthy, but she clearly regarded this largely 
unwelcome influence with a great sense of unease.  
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 Yet despite, or perhaps because of, this powerful influence, Woolf, for all of her 
artistic acumen, is a surprisingly bad reader of Galsworthy’s works.44  The clearest 
example of this comes at the end of A Room of One’s Own, when Woolf, using 
Galsworthy as an example of an author who possesses only sterile male characteristics 
inimical to female understanding, mischaracterizes the end of the Forsyte Saga, both 
mistaking one character for another and for mis-stating the events that conclude the 
Saga.45  Woolf’s act of misreading in this instance points to her larger misunderstanding 
of Galsworthy as a writer.  In “Modern Fiction” she labels him a “materialist,” concerned 
“not with the spirit but with the body....  If we fasten, then, one label on all these books, 
on which is one word materialists, we mean by it that they write of unimportant things; 
that they spend immense skill and immense industry making the trivial and the transitory 
appear the true and the enduring” (158).  Here Woolf reveals a reluctance, and perhaps a 
complete refusal, to take Galsworthy, and indeed, the Edwardians in general, on their 
own terms; by refusing legitimacy to the type of novel that pursues the social alongside 
the individual, she denies the legitimacy of the entire Edwardian imaginative effort.  This 
results in Woolf making claims that are misleading at best in terms of her estimation of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 I have no wish to pathologize or psychoanalyze Woolf’s relationship to Galsworthy, but it 
seems to me that her intellectual relationship with him can be diagnosed as an almost classic case 
of Harold Bloom’s sense of an anxiety of influence. 
45 “That picture will fall on old Jolyon’s head; he will die of the shock; the old clerk will speak 
over him two or three obituary words; and all the swans on the Thames will simultaneously burst 
out singing” (102).  Soames, not old Jolyon, dies in the manner she describes, and Woolf vastly 
over- and mis-states the importance of the “swan song.”  This misreading is important because in 
Woolf’s version, Galsworthy kills off the rebellious side of the family (old Jolyon) with property, 
when in fact Galsworthy destroys the very embodiment of the Forsytes’ materialism (Soames) in 
this manner. 
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Galsworthy and his fellow Edwardians as writers and thinkers who value the material 
over the spiritual; Galsworthy, in his essay “On Social Unrest,” advocates the very 
opposite position Woolf accuses him of endorsing, bemoaning society’s adherence to the 
material over the spiritual.  He instead argues, in this essay and in his creative endeavors, 
for a form of education that would pursue the idealism that only the spiritual—but, 
crucially, not the religious—can provide.  This is in line with his beliefs as an 
evolutionist, which he expressed as a belief in a humanity ever striving to achieve 
perfection, shedding previous forms and institutions along the way.   
 Woolf also seems curiously wide of the mark in terms of her assessment of 
Galsworthy’s gendered characteristics.  In A Room, Woolf holds up Galsworthy as an 
embodiment of sterile, deathly maleness, and claims he, like Kipling, “celebrate[s] male 
virtues, enforce[s] male values and describe[s] the world of men” to the total exclusion—
and indeed, the utter destruction—of a female sensibility that Woolf claims is necessary 
to complete the ideal of the androgynous mind (102).  To accuse Galsworthy of an all-
encompassing maleness seems to me peculiarly wrongheaded.  One could understand the 
accusation, leveled against him by other writers such as Rebecca West, of creating female 
characters who fail to move beyond the level of allegory and into a full richness of 
individual expression, but to claim him as an upholder and defender of “male values” and 
male institutions is to mistake his choice of Victorian subject matter for an endorsement 
of Victorian values.  To accuse a man whose essays, novels, and plays boldly and clearly 
advocated for women’s sexual freedom and suffrage, and whose most noteworthy novel 
depicts in stark and horrifying detail an act of marital rape, of writing works utterly 
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inimical to female understanding seems a striking mischaracterization of both 
Galsworthy’s art and his politics. Of course, both Woolf and Lawrence delivered their 
most trenchant critiques of Galsworthy in arenas that were themselves devoted to 
iconoclastic efforts: Scrutinies is a collection of essays in which the younger generation 
of rising modernists confronted and tore down the older generation, and Woolf delivered 
“Character in Fiction” (which would eventually become “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”) 
to a gathering of the Heretics Society (Bell 104).   
 What both Lawrence and Woolf overlook or elide in their remarks—and what 
West, Conrad, Ford, and Goldman highlight in theirs—are the ways in which Galsworthy 
himself participates in radical efforts, if not in consistently the form of his novels, then 
certainly in their content.  As Michael Levenson points out in his introduction to The 
Cambridge Companion to Modernism, the era that the Edwardians and Modernists shared 
was one of crisis, including “[t]he catastrophe of the First World War, and before that, 
labor struggles, the emergence of feminism, the race for empire, these inescapable forces 
of turbulent social modernization” (4).  Levenson’s description of the era echoes that of 
scholars who wrote during the Edwardian/Modernist era itself; John Cunliffe, in his 1923 
survey of English literature, cites the period of the Edwardians as one of “extraordinarily 
rapid transition, political, social, and intellectual….  The general sweep of thought was 
revolutionary; there was no political principle, no religious dogma, no social tradition, no 
moral convention that was not called into question.  To some conservative minds it 
appeared merely as an era of destruction” (14).  Galsworthy, through his fiction and 
drama, engaged this very sense of modern crisis and change, placing it at the center of his 
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artistic and reformist ambitions (indeed, he dramatizes all of the specific events Levenson 
lists directly in his works).  As William Bellamy reminds us, as part of his own effort to 
situate the Edwardians as part of a Modernist continuum, the “Edwardian ‘social’ novel is 
not, therefore, a capitulation to the conditions of social reality, but a revolutionary step 
towards the creation” of a new world that challenges the very authority of cultural norms 
and social institutions (16). If we understand Galsworthy and the Edwardians only by the 
light of Virginia Woolf, we risk understanding their complex and, in their own way, 
radical works “only as a reflection in [their] enemy’s eye,” as critic Samuel Hynes, a 
Bennett scholar, puts it (35).  By reclaiming Galsworthy from his identity as an outmoded 
Edwardian, we restore to him a sense of relevance to the modern moment, but also 
participate in an ongoing effort to contextualize Modernism socially and aesthetically.  
 The re-contextualization of the Edwardians that I am suggesting is indeed in line 
other modernist authors’ conceptions of the connection between the Edwardians and the 
modernists.  Although Woolf’s evaluation of the Edwardians is the best known, it 
represents only one of many Modernist responses to John Galsworthy; Rebecca West, 
Joseph Conrad, Katherine Mansfield, and Ford Madox Ford, among others, all contended 
with Galsworthy’s works in various essays.  In recovering these perspectives, we both 
restore Galsworthy’s reputation as “the most dangerous man in England” and broaden 
Woolf’s sense of what, exactly, constitutes modernism (Barker 12).  Indeed, all of these 
authors admire Galsworthy’s efforts to marry aestheticism and social reform, and see this 
as conversant with modernist efforts to do the same. 
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 Rebecca West both acknowledged a kinship between Edwardians and modernists, 
and also grouped Galsworthy as part of a school of dissent that in some ways transcended 
literary periods.  West, like Woolf, groups Galsworthy with what she calls “The 
Edwardian Uncles”—Shaw, Bennett, and Wells—but this is only one context in which 
she considers Galsworthy’s work. In her ambitious and wide-ranging 1957 Yale lectures 
on fiction’s relationship to authority and subversion (gathered and published under the 
title The Court and the Castle), West groups Galsworthy with the Novelists of Dissent, 
novelists who, according to West, think “that man achieves his positive value only as a 
member of society… [and] believes that humanity can be saved by the efforts of its own 
will” (165). In this way, West argues that the modernist focus on character as expressed 
by Woolf in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” simply does not apply to these novelists; 
instead, authors who participate in what West calls the “convention of dissent” focus on 
the identity and the power of the group, and subsequently both voice their own authorial 
departure from and critique of the values of this group, and in so doing point the way 
forward to a better (sometimes Utopian) future.   These authors examine and re-imagine 
characters’ relationship to the prevailing ethics and conventions of their time, often 
focusing on social issues or larger questions of the individual’s relationship to the State, 
that impeded the natural progress of humanity.  
 West sees these novels and novelists as participating in a “crucial point in the 
history of imaginative literature” since this type of “novel was taking aboard a load of 
revolutionary thought which it was to carry as its chief cargo till our own day” (180). For 
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these authors, revolt against society becomes a “second profession”; only by such efforts 
can humanity rid itself of deadening and dehumanizing institutions: 
  Meredith, Hardy, and their followers induced the cultured to accept these  
  changes [trade unions, women’s rights] not only as innovations desirable  
  in themselves, in the results they procured, but as examples of a process  
  which  ought to be repeated again and again, because it had the supreme  
  value of destroying what had already existed.  They established the  
  convention that the superior man must not only be ready to rebel against  
  conditions which were inflicting some wrong on the community or a part  
  of it, but also be a rebel as a second profession….  The convention   
  demanded that he should be ready and willing to attack society at any  
  moment.  (181) 
   
If we understand Galsworthy as part of a convention of dissent, it becomes apparent that 
his efforts to challenge and upend prevailing moral codes and structures align him quite 
closely with the both the modernist mindset and with ideals of philosophical anarchism 
gaining ground at the time.  Although his radicalism did not often express itself 
aesthetically—save for a few experimental moments in his novels, and a few more in his 
plays—he certainly participates in the modernist effort to challenge, fracture, and undo 
the old, in order to create a new imaginative space in which to explore the possibilities of 
modernity.  Galsworthy’s devotion to progressive and radical causes—and, importantly, 
his pursuit of these ideas and ideals through his fiction—can and should be understood as 
what Miller calls “a modernism of content, an antecedent stage to the more familiar, 
canonized modernism of form” (7).  Woolf and Lawrence cannot admit Galsworthy into 
the company of Modernists/Georgians because of his form, but they both, in their essays 
rejecting Galsworthy’s model, also do not allow for this type of modernism of content.  
Instead, they insist on an art-for-art’s sake model that has since been challenged by 
scholars of modernism, and indeed, was rejected by Woolf herself in late works such as 
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Three Guineas and The Years.  West, on the other hand, helps illustrate the ways in 
which this Edwardian investment in undoing structures is related to, and not inimical to, 
Modernism’s dedication to the same.  
 Early modernists Joseph Conrad and Ford Madox Ford admire Galsworthy for his 
ability to examine the political through the personal, particularly in light of his 
unconventional brand of feminism.  Conrad credits Galsworthy’s ability to see the family 
both “an institution” and  “as a unit of Society and as a reproduction in miniature of 
Society itself” and admires his ability to write works of social criticism that do not 
become “didactic fairy tales” (190).  Ford, more expansively, outlines the ways in which 
feminism and the reform of marriage laws occupied a central space in Galsworthy’s life 
and art, revealing that “above all” of his social concerns he turned his imaginative 
energies to “reform of the marriage laws, and perhaps still more about the re-estimation 
of marriage as an institution” (130, emphasis mine).  This assessment of Galsworthy 
reveals the depths of his ambitions as a novelist and reformer: Galsworthy questioned not 
only the laws that defined and created marriage, but the very institutionalization of the 
personal; in short, he questions marriage at its very roots, as did radical social reformers 
such as Emma Goldman, to whom I will return momentarily. 
 Ford does not insist on the Edwardian/Georgian division, but instead locates 
within modernism many radical and influential sub-groups, and places Galsworthy in this 
context.  In his consideration of Galsworthy, Ford situates him amid the aesthetic debates 
of the time, and this helps us appreciate the plurality of modernism.  To Ford, Galsworthy 
is part of the reformist edge of modernist moment, despite the fact he departed from the 
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formal experimentation embraced by what eventually came to be known as high 
modernism.  In his essay on Galsworthy, Ford sees him as participating in the debate 
about the place of radical politics in modern fiction.  He argues that despite his own 
passionate efforts at reform, Galsworthy rejected the model that saw the novel as “a work 
of propaganda for the Left… a vehicle for every sort of –ism” (133).  Galsworthy instead 
embraced a type of radical realism; Ford describes this camp of writers as ones who 
believed that “the public function of… art in short was, after it had given pleasure, to 
present such an epitome of the life that the reader could get from it sufficient knowledge 
to let him decide how to model both his private and his public lives….  And, rendering 
the life of his day as he saw it and without preconceptions, his world would at least be 
enlightened as to the conditions in which he lived.  It might even, then, improve itself” 
(134).  Ford, like Conrad, credits Galsworthy’s ability to transcend didacticism, and 
understands Galsworthy as a writer whose tendency toward realism was nevertheless part 
of a radical modernist effort to reveal and reshape the world itself.   
 To Ford, Galsworthy was both “an impassioned, an aching, reformer” but also an 
artist whose novels represented a radical departure from the traditions of the 19th century 
(138).  Ford recognized in Galsworthy’s novels a newness: it was “as if a new bird had 
suddenly sung….  It was a quality that I hadn’t found anywhere else in the world… and 
that I do not think you will still find anywhere else” (138).  Certainly he recognized the 
first book of The Forsyte Saga as signaling this sense of newness and modernity; Ford 
remarks upon both the radical sexual content of the novel and reads the end of The Man 
of Property as an example of a startling and terrifying type of novel that embraces 
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narrative and moral ambiguity and refuses the comfort of closure and certainty.46  Ford 
considers Galsworthy’s novels as of a piece with the groundbreaking nature of his plays, 
which he sees as examples of modern experimentation that “lifted the modern stage to a 
plane to which until his time it had seemed impossible that it could attain” (140).  Conrad 
and Ford’s estimation of Galsworthy is representative of their contemporaries’ critical 
recognition of Galsworthy as a radical reformer in the teens and 1920s; I will now briefly 
sketch out Galsworthy’s radical roots as a way to examine the specifically anarchist 
challenge to the patriarchal family in The Forsyte Saga. 
“The Most Dangerous Man in England”: John Galsworthy’s Radicalism 
 John Galsworthy was born into the class and social structure he would spend most 
of his career satirizing and attempting to reform; his beginnings certainly play into the 
modernist (mis)understanding of him as representative of the Victorianism of which he 
writes.  He was born in 1867 into a moneyed family and to a mother for whom, as he put 
it, “‘the Queen, the Royal family, the Church, the structure of Society, all to her were 
final’” (Barker 18).  In his early life, Galsworthy followed the expected trajectory of one 
of his class, attending first Harrow and then Oxford, where he distinguished himself not 
as a scholar but as the best dressed student there (Barker 31).  He was called to the Bar in 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 Philip Bosinney’s death, which is itself ambiguous, strikes Ford as exceptionally modern in that 
it has “No moral lesson at all” (139).  Anne Wright, in her study Literature of Crisis, 1910-1922 
(1984), identifies this type of ambiguous ending as representative of works that depict society in 
crisis.  This “disturbed closure” both signals the ways in which previous normative structures are 
inadequate—and, indeed, emerge as grotesque in their demands on the individual—to the modern 
moment, and gestures toward a new form to accommodate new understandings of the self in 
society.  This is similar to Marianne DeKoven’s use of sous-rature in Rich and Strange: Gender, 
History, and Modernism (1991).  
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1890, but did not evince a desire to practice law; rather, he seemed content to live a life 
of leisure, as one of his class might, “in which sons were expected to do little but enjoy 
themselves on the income allowed them by their fathers” (Barker 34).   
 Two events intervened in Galsworthy’s life to redirect the course of his life from 
one of moneyed leisure to one devoted to artistic endeavors and progressive causes: his 
experiences in the tenements of London and his introduction to Joseph Conrad, both of 
which occurred between 1891-3.47  Shortly after graduating from Oxford, Galsworthy 
began “to question the sort of life he had been educated to lead and which hitherto he had 
accepted as his due,” but this questioning did not translate into action until he witnessed 
the class divide first-hand while collecting rents for his father (Barker 33).  Part of the 
Galsworthys’ income derived from rents collected on low-income property; Galsworthy’s 
father would occasionally ask him to collect these rents, and the experience sharpened his 
already developing sense of social justice and reformist impulses.  After witnessing the 
“living conditions of some of the people from whom the family’s wealth was partly 
derived… [t]he slums of London became an obsession with him…. [N]ight after night, he 
set off alone to wander through ‘the poorer districts listening to the conversations of the 
people, sometimes visiting doss-houses.’ The degradation he saw and the theme of 
inequality were to run all through most of the novels” toward which Galsworthy turned 
his attention (Barker 43).  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 Galsworthy repeatedly and consistently credits his wife, Ada, with his writing career, and 
indeed her influence—on both his vocation and his subject matter—cannot be overestimated.   
But I am more interested in Galsworthy as a social reformer, and hence I will not spend much 
time discussing his relationship, both professional and personal, with Ada, important as it is. 
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 But this exposure to the reality of class and economic inequality might have 
simply resulted in Galsworthy becoming a philanthropist had he not also, in or around 
that same year, met Joseph Conrad aboard a ship of which Conrad was the first mate.  At 
this time, Conrad was writing his first novel, and Galsworthy’s contact with Conrad 
during the inception of his writing career awakened Galsworthy’s desire to translate his 
own experience, and the experiences of his class, into fictional forms.  Conrad remained a 
strong influence on Galsworthy as a mentor and a friend throughout his career, and 
Galsworthy, as his own writing career flourished, exerted a similar influence on 
Conrad.48  This symbiotic relationship expanded to include other important early 
modernist authors, such as Ford Madox Ford; indeed, in freeing Galsworthy from the    
H. G. Wells-Arnold Bennett Edwardian triad in which he is commonly grouped and 
discussed, we can open up a new understanding of him that does not position him 
opposite the Modernist impulse but instead situates him, like Conrad and Ford, as an 
important early modernist.  The confluence of Galsworthy’s contact with important early 
modernists such as Conrad and Ford (and through exposure to works such as James 
Joyce’s novels and Olive Schreiner’s Story of An African Farm, which left a deep 
impression on him) and his first-hand knowledge of the type of economic inequality that 
allowed his family and class to thrive transformed Galsworthy from a clubby man of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 In their exhaustive article “‘In-between man’: Conrad-Galsworthy-Pinker” (2006), J.H. Stape 
and Owen Knowles carefully document the ways in which “Galsworthy [was] more directly 
involved at given points in Conrad’s career than has hitherto been realized” (48).  This included 
acting as a go-between Conrad and his agent, acting as Conrad’s unofficial business manager, and 
occasionally financing some of Conrad’s literary efforts.  Dudley Barker, in The Man of 
Principle, also portrays Conrad as a trusted and sympathetic early reader of many of 
Galsworthy’s novels (76). 
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leisure to a prolific and vocal social reformer whose early novels and plays earned him 
the title of “the most dangerous man in England” (Barker 12). 
 Among his contemporaries and his reading audience, Galsworthy’s views, 
particularly as expressed in his early novels and plays, were considered nothing short of 
radical, a point lost, underplayed, or overlooked by both modernist and contemporary 
critics.  John Cunliffe, writing in 1923, considers Galsworthy a proponent of a 
revolutionary re-examination of art and culture, and, like Conrad and Ford, argues that 
Galsworthy was a radical who refused the comfort of dogma and instead boldly examined 
the foundation of social division and repression.  Galsworthy “has no –ism to offer as a 
cure for all human ills….  No critic of has ever revealed the shortcomings of his own 
class with greater fearlessness; no social observer has set forth the wrongs and sufferings 
of the down-trodden with deeper sympathy” (234).  Similarly, Robert Gilbert Welsh, in 
his 1916 essay “Modern Drama as an Expression of Democracy,” groups Galsworthy 
with artists who were at the forefront of a movement toward a “drama of social 
democracy” (147).  Welsh sees these “radical dramatists” as drawing from Ibsen, “the 
uncompromising iconoclast, who sought to tear down all false ideals, all shams, all 
hypocrisy” (143, 147).   
 Perhaps most expansively, Elizabeth Drew, in her 1928 Study of the Modern 
Novel, draws a picture of Galsworthy as a compassionate revolutionary and social 
reformer whose art aimed to challenge nothing less than the very foundation on which 
modern society rested.  To Drew, his works portray a “crisis of the human spirit…. 
Relentlessly, Galsworthy illustrates first the social and moral systems which man has 
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evolved through the ages to safeguard his well-being against possible attack, and then the 
weakness of such systems in the face of individual emotional experience” (162-3).  Drew 
is particularly attuned to the ways in which Galsworthy depicted cultural institutions as 
unnatural and immoral, as calcified remains of a system desperate to protect itself from 
the challenges of modern calls for reform.  She credits Galsworthy with “criticizing the 
various forms of the English mind, the national prejudices, beliefs, and traditions which 
forms the fundamental ideas of its Victorian civilization…. By far the most powerful 
system of all is the Forsyte system, which lies embalmed in Galsworthy’s most famous 
book” (156-7, 158).  What Galsworthy’s contemporaries valued was both the 
thoroughness of his challenge to all cultural embodiments of the capitalist State, and his 
allegiance instead to a broad humanist ideal that emphasized individualism, social justice, 
and democratic ideals.   
 Galsworthy’s radicalism aimed to upset the very foundation of social institutions 
that included the Church, the Law, Marriage, and the State. In fact, he conceived of The 
Man of Property as a double-barreled attack on both the ethos of property and the 
Church, going so far as to give the novel the ironic subtitle “Christian Ethics I” in its 
earliest incarnation.  Galsworthy once listed the many social causes to which he devoted 
his time and attention, which included efforts to combat censorship;49 to reform entirely 
labor and the capitalist system; to support suffrage, reform divorce laws, and to otherwise 
advocate for women’s rights; to reveal the cruelty and inhumanity of the penal system; 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 This concern was one that tied him to modernist efforts.  In addition to writing essays against 
government censorship, Galsworthy signed the petition protesting the obscenity trial against 
Ulysses, and indeed later alluded to this trial in one of his novels. 
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and to advocate for a wide variety of animal rights’ campaigns (Sternlicht 25).  Although 
varied in scope, all of these social concerns have to do with domination, be it of men over 
women, men over Nature, or the capitalist system over the dignity of the individual.  
 Galsworthy did more than devote time, money, and thought to these causes, 
though: they guided his own life and art.  His sensitivity to animal rights caused him to 
abandon the sport of hunting common to his class; his unconventional affair with a 
married woman and their subsequent breach of marriage laws caused him to suffer 
familial, social, and professional ostracism; and he was among the first people to donate 
money to establish Cecil Houses (non-denominational housing for homeless women and 
their children).  Galsworthy’s devotion to the poor and real sensitivity to the capital/labor 
conflict manifested itself in his own private fiscal revolution: he lived off of half of his 
earnings and donated the other half to progressive causes (in wartime, he increased his 
philanthropic donations to three-quarters of his income).50  His critique of the Church and 
organized religion caused him to eschew religious conventions: he was neither married 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  50	  Upon purchasing a country house in 1926, an act that indeed seems the total antithesis of fiscal 
radicalism, he took the opportunity to use his money to fund his own quiet socialist tendencies.   
  On the very day of the move, a lorry driver who lived in a cottage over the  
  road was killed in an accident.  Galsworthy at once bought his cottage and  
  sent Vi [his niece] over to tell the widow she could live there rent free for  
  as long as she liked and draw all her vegetables from the garden at Bury   
  House  [Galsworthy’s  estate].  Before long, he bought all the cottages he  
  could get hold  of in the village—nine in all—and put in other amenities  
  they lacked… [and] sent Vi along to assure [the tenants] that rents would  
  be reduced…. Rudo [Galsworthy’s nephew and a member of his    
  household] sometimes thought that this particular act was… a gesture of   
  contrition for some of the house property from which part of the fortune   
  he inherited from his father had in the first place been drawn…. He was   
  always trying to arrange his life to be of help to other people…. When he  
  first arrived at Bury House he doubled the wages of all the gardeners.   
  (Barker 212, 215)     
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nor buried in a Church, and emerges in his essays as a vocal critic of the Church and its 
pernicious influence.  Galsworthy, contrary to Woolf and Lawrence’s categorization of 
him, was not comfortably ensconced within the class and institutions he so effectively 
satirized; rather, his own unconventional personal entanglements and political sympathies 
freed him from loyalty to any one –ism or party, and honed the critical apparatus he used 
to challenge the authority of the Church, State, Law, and Property.51 
 What is important to recover, and indeed necessary in order to restore 
Galsworthy’s legacy, is the recognition of him not only as a kind-hearted, open-handed 
philanthropist, but also as a writer whose critique of society placed him at the forefront of 
radical and reformist movements.52  Despite his generous and avuncular public persona, 
Galsworthy’s plays and novels were viewed as radical challenges to the established order; 
early novels such as The Island Pharisees and Fraternity earned him a reputation as a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 His belief in reworking or refusing the authority of institutions manifested itself professionally 
when he refused the honor of a knighthood in 1917, insisting that acceptance of this honor 
“would be contrary to all my feeling and conviction… that men who strive to be artists in Letters, 
especially those who attempt criticism of life and philosophy, should not accept titles” (qtd. in 
Barker 180).  In 1929 Rebecca West would remark with humorous exasperation that, “There is no 
homage too extravagant to be paid to Mr. Galsworthy as a man.  His integrity is… flawless…. He 
is a spring of kindness that never runs dry.  If one were to write a list of his beneficences in the 
way of service on committees, and anxious consideration of unfortunate individuals with 
reference to what can be done to make them happy, it would hardly be believed.  Truly, the man 
is an angel” (“A Letter from Abroad” 92).	  
52 J.B. Priestley, in his 1925 article on Galsworthy, insists that he is not a radical “by any means” 
but instead a “mild progressive” (349); at the same time, he credits Galsworthy, whom he calls “a 
close student of his own country,” as a real and ardent social reformer: “by him the laws of this 
country are said to have been modified….[I]t is certain that he has awakened in many bosom a 
new sympathy with the poor and helpless” (348).  This assessment, like most, fails to consider the 
radical response to Galsworthy, as most articulately voiced by Emma Goldman in her 1914 study 
The Social Significance of the Modern Drama.  
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“bit of a socialist” and struggled to find a publisher, in part because of their sexual 
explicitness and unconventional attitudes toward social issues (Barker 95).  Indeed, 
several of his plays helped effect fundamental, institutional changes in England.  His play 
Justice, written to dramatize and reveal the inhumanity of the justice system in general 
and of solitary confinement in particular, was directly responsible for prison reform 
legislation passing in Parliament; through plays such as Strife (which concerned labor 
disputes) and The Silver Box (which attacks capitalism’s corrupt influence on the justice 
system), Galsworthy was able to circumvent what he saw as the “ineffectiveness of the 
middle class intellectuals among whom he lived” and instead bring a message of revolt to 
the larger public through his drama (Barker 126).  Galsworthy’s very accessibility as a 
playwright and a novelist, for which he was disparaged by modernists such as Woolf and 
Lawrence and for which he was praised by anarchist reformers such as Emma Goldman, 
made him a successful and feared social reformer and friend of civil rights. Indeed, until 
roughly the 1940s, when scholarly writings on Galsworthy seemed to cease altogether, 
the preponderance of critical articles devoted to his works concerned a pedagogical 
approach to peace and justice, citing Galsworthy’s body of work as emblematic of the 
texts to which students should be exposed.  His critical legacy, then, centered on the 
power of his works to inspire and effect real social change in the service of a larger 
humanist ideal.53 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 For examples of this assessment of Galsworthy’s works, see “Modern Drama as an Expression 
of Democracy” (1916) by Robert Welsh; “Educating for Thoughtful Social Change” (1935) by 
David Corkran; “The Drama and Social Problems” (1939) by Robert J. Cadigan; and “Modern 
Drama Educates for Peace” (1943) by Virginia Rider.  Even Harvard Law School recommended 
Galsworthy to its students; the 1945 “list of books for prospective law students” included The 
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 While the recovery of alternative modernist and contemporary estimations of 
Galsworthy restore his relevance as a radical thinker and writer, I argue that his novels 
adopt a type of philosophical anarchism, a stance that might seem unlikely to ascribe to 
Galsworthy.  Yet he was certainly embraced by anarchist thinkers; one of Galsworthy’s 
most fervent and vocal admirers was the anarchist Emma Goldman, who considered his 
works examples of a specifically anarchist challenge to the established order.  Goldman 
devoted a chapter of The Social Significance of the Modern Drama to Galsworthy in 
which she loudly champions Galsworthy as both an artist and reformer; she lectured on 
his art and politics in early 1911 (alongside such topics as "The Eternal Spirit of 
Revolution," "The Social Importance of Ferrer's Modern School," and "Tolstoy--Artist 
and Rebel") and again during a 1913 lecture tour; and, during the closing defense in her 
obscenity trial, she quoted Galsworthy to the judge as part of her plea (Falk, 
“Chronology”; Drinnon 169).  Although this may at first sound like an unlikely pairing, it 
is not hard to see why the anarchist Emma Goldman championed Galsworthy’s works.  
Like Goldman, Galsworthy identified the capital/labor relationship as the one responsible 
for most social ills; like Goldman, Galsworthy called for a radical revision of the 
education system in order to set humanity free to achieve its highest principles; like 
Goldman, Galsworthy believed in the power of art as a mirror to society, and similarly 
understood the artist’s responsibility not to art for art’s sake but to art for life’s sake; like 
Goldman, Galsworthy, in both his plays and his novels, refuses tepid efforts at charity 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Forsyte Saga for its insights on divorce law, and Galsworthy’s complete plays for their insights 
on justice (Chafee 603).    
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and instead calls for radical reform that aims at the very foundation of society’s 
institutions; like Goldman, who was considered the most dangerous woman in America, 
Galsworthy was once dubbed the most dangerous man in England.  Goldman’s 
estimation of Galsworthy’s revolutionary nature not only aligns with their 
contemporaries’ view of Galsworthy as a radical social reformer, it also opens up a new 
critical perspective from which to appreciate both his plays, which are widely praised for 
their radical social interventions, and his novels, which are not. 
 Goldman, of course, welcomed the marriage of the political and the aesthetic, and 
in The Social Significance of the Modern Drama challenges the art-for art’s sake credo of 
the modernist moment and proposes in its place art that “mirrors the complex struggle of 
life” (6).  This position is not as far away from Woolf and Lawrence as we might assume: 
all advocate for an art that mirrors the truth of experience, but where Woolf and 
Lawrence focus on the individual, psychological realm of struggle, Goldman celebrates 
art and drama that mirrors back to society the complexity of its social structures, and 
examines the effect the social has on the individual struggle for meaningful, harmonious 
existence.  Although these two camps disagree over their estimation of Galsworthy in 
particular, they both value art that challenges and unsettles that which came before, and 
replaces it with something startling and new, be it in terms of form, content, or the 
guiding principles of social life.  Goldman hails Galsworthy as an adept “social 
philosoph[er]” whose works illustrate the insufficiency of half-measures such as charity 
and legislation and instead advocate for a complete re-evaluation of the “roots of our 
social ills” (SS 210).  She also regards him as a writer and dramatist whose works reveal 
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the dangers of State systems and institutions, be they legal, social, or capital, and in this 
way his drama gains obvious “revolutionary significance” (SS 224).  By showing the 
ways in which our “best human material is crushed in the fatal mechanism of our life,” 
Galsworthy’s novels, as well as the plays Goldman so admired, deserve to be understood 
as part of the broader movement of philosophical anarchism (SS 215).   
 Goldman and Galsworthy not only converge on their general distrust of the State 
and its cultural institutions; they also espouse similar versions of feminism that critique 
the limited emphasis on suffrage and instead call for a more radical approach.  Although 
Galsworthy contributed generously to Suffragist movements, in “Gentles, Let us Rest!” 
and other essays he espoused a broad-based feminism (one of the progressive Forsytes, 
young Jolyon, even calls himself a feminist in To Let) that looks beyond the vote in an 
effort to thoroughly re-work social convention to achieve full equality for women. 
Galsworthy saw women’s suffrage as necessary to the furtherance of the great efforts of 
humanity to achieve its highest potential, and supported suffrage efforts with both his 
words and his money.  But, like Goldman, Galsworthy saw the vote as marginal next to 
the greater changes that society must undergo in order to achieve its full humanity: “the 
vote is assuredly not, as is rather commonly supposed in a land of party politics, the be-
all and end all; it is a symbol, whose practical import—though considerable—is as 
nothing beside the fulfillment of the idea which it symbolizes” (“Gentles” 166).  
Galsworthy saw feminism as one of many efforts toward human equality, and recognized 
it as part of a seismic shift away from a State that dominates and coerces toward a society 
based on cooperation and fellowship.  He writes, “The full emancipation of women will 
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lie in the victory of justice over force…. Our whole social life is in essence but a long, 
slow striving for the victory of justice over force; and this demand… for full 
emancipation is but a sign of that striving” (“Gentles” 178, 183).  Like Goldman, 
Galsworthy calls for a total and radical reform of the systems and institutions that 
govern—and limit—human effort. 
 Galsworthy identified himself not with one political party but instead by term 
“evolutionist,” a term he defines in his above-quoted essay on feminism.  To Galsworthy, 
“Social and political growth is, in fact, a process of evolution, controlled, directed, 
spiritualized by the supreme principle of Equity…. Social and political justice, then, 
advances by fits and starts, through ideas—children of the one great idea of Harmony—
which are suggested now by one, now by another, section or phase of national life.  The 
process is like the construction and shaping of a work of art” (169).  “Harmony” and 
“evolution,” when used in the manner Galsworthy uses them here, have distinctly 
anarchist shadings, and reveal Galsworthy’s kinship with the type of philosophical 
anarchism that was gaining ground at this time (see Intro and Chapter 1).  Peter 
Kropotkin, one of the most important anarchist thinkers of 20th century, held that when 
“in both individual and social life the normal processes of evolution are blocked… then 
there is after a time an inevitable explosion of energies which can be described as 
‘accelerated evolution’ or revolution” (Drinnon 37).  Galsworthy too felt the need for this 
	  	  
181	  
“accelerated evolution”; frustrated with the slowness of parliamentary reform, 
Galsworthy saw his plays as accelerants that had the power to speed the pace of change.54   
 This link between evolution and revolution was one also explored by the anarchist 
geographer Elisee Reclus (see Chapter 2), who sometimes referred to anarchism under 
the moniker “harmonism.”  Reclus’s philosophy, though developed in 1880, was 
published as Evolution and Revolution in 1898; in this work, he argued that evolution and 
revolution were complementary “forms of social change…. While evolution represented 
a period of development in ideals and morals, it could not be expected to make much 
headway toward a transformation of the institutional structures because change constantly 
ran up against inertia…. [R]esolution came in the form of physical shocks or revolutions.  
Thus, revolution followed evolution logically and naturally” (Fleming 166).   
Galsworthy, whose own sense of evolutionism similarly recognizes the growth of 
humanity as one that is based on a evolutionary process powered by the ideal of equity, 
used his novels and plays as a way to accelerate the slow pace of evolution and to sound a 
revolutionary call to dismantle existing structures based on power, privilege, and 
dominion of one man over another. 
 So, although Galsworthy did not identify himself as an anarchist,55 his version of 
evolutionism clearly bears a strong anarchist imprint.  Moreover, Galsworthy’s calls for 
drastic and dramatic reform and re-evaluation of governing institutions certainly align 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 About The Silver Spoon Galsworthy said: “‘We’re not facing things.  I do want to get these 
ideas into the public brain soon’” (Moylan 70). 
55 He did acknowledge anarchism as an appealing approach to the problems of the liberal state in 
“Faith of a Novelist” (1926); like West and other authors drawn to philosophical anarchism, 
Galsworthy considered Anarchy “good on paper” (252). 	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him with the type of cultural anarchism Goldman valued and propounded.  Late in his 
life, in essays such as “Literature and Life” (1931) and “Talking at Large: from 
Addresses in America” (1926), Galsworthy calls for a movement that would challenge 
power structures at their foundations, and applauds the ways in which radical movements 
(in this case, “Bolshevism”) capture “the sum of millions of human moods of 
dissatisfaction with the existing state of things; and whatever philosophic cloak we drape 
on the body of liberalism, if by that name we may designate our present social and 
political system—that system has clearly not yet justified its claim to the word 
evolutionary, so long as they disproportion between the very rich and the very poor 
continues (as it hitherto has) to grow” (“Talking” 40).  Galsworthy, in place of the current 
system of capitalistic excess, calls for a system built on an ideal of “co-operation” that 
sounds remarkably like Goldman’s vision of a society based on the ideal of cultural 
anarchism.  Galsworthy, like Goldman, argues that this Utopian-sounding solution should 
not be ruled out because “in its true sense of spontaneous friendliness between man and 
man, [it] has never been tried.  Perhaps human nature… can never rise to that ideal.  But 
if it cannot, if industrialism cannot achieve a change of heart… it looks to me 
uncommonly like being the end of the present order of things, after an era of class-
struggle which will shake civilization to its foundations” (“Talking” 40). 
 I will now show the ways in which Galsworthy, through the figure of Irene, enacts 
a politics of refusal closely aligned with Goldman’s own sense of the radical being 
achieved through a revision of social and personal arrangements, a revision that involves 
refusing the authority of the institutions of the State and culture.  Irene embodies both 
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Goldman’s general sense of anarchy and a more specific anarchist cry for women. To 
Goldman, anarchism “stands for the liberation of the human mind from the dominion of 
religion; the liberation of the human body from the dominion of property…. Anarchism 
stands for a social order based on the free grouping of individuals for the purpose of 
producing real social wealth; an order that will guarantee to every human being free 
access to the earth and full enjoyment of the necessities of life, according to individual 
desires, tastes, and inclinations” (“Anarchism” 62).  Irene’s journey through the novel 
charts the individual’s efforts to refuse the authority of church, state, and property, and 
these challenges are illustrated through the decisions Irene makes as a woman, wife, and 
mother.  Irene not only defeats her former husband Soames, the Man of Property; she 
also liberates Robin Hill, the property Soames uses to destroy Irene’s lover, from its 
associations with violence and ownership and instead reclaims it in the name of freedom, 
unconventionality, and beauty.  It is there that she gathers her own distinctly 
unconventional family, made up of mostly-illegitimate children from various marriages 
who devote themselves to the ideals of freedom, cooperation, and art.  
 But more specifically, Irene embodies Goldman’s call for women to look beyond 
the vote and instead embrace a stance that refuses to obey the authority of institutions: 
  Her development, her freedom, her independence, must come from and  
  through herself.  First, by asserting herself as a personality, and not as a  
  sex commodity.  Second, by refusing the right to anyone over her body; by 
  refusing to bear children, unless she wants them; by refusing to be a  
  servant to God, the State, society, the husband, the family, etc. by making  
  her life simpler, but deeper and richer.  That is, by trying to learn the  
  meaning and substance of life in all its complexities, by freeing herself  
  from the fear of public opinion and public condemnation.  Only that…  
  will set woman free, will make her a force hitherto unknown in the world,  
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  a force for real love, for peace, for harmony; a force of divine fire, of life- 
  giving; a creator of free men and women.  (“Woman Suffrage” 217) 
  
This novel deserves to be discussed alongside its modernist counterparts for the ways in 
which it intervenes in the discussion of women's relationships to the stalwart institutions 
governing society, and for the ways in which Galsworthy radically rethinks the 
possibilities for women's liberty.  Indeed, through his novels and plays Galsworthy 
effected a revolutionary stance toward justice and property, expressed most powerfully 
through the first three books of The Forsyte Saga and the character of Irene. 
“[I]n defiance of all safe tradition”:56 Irene’s Anarchism in The Forsyte Saga 
 The Forsyte Saga traces the lineage, mishaps, and adventures of the Forsyte 
family as it is torn apart by the pressures of the encroaching twentieth century and by the 
irresistible presence of Irene, who Sanford N. Sternlicht identifies as Galsworthy’s most 
controversial and experimental fictional figure (51).  The Forsyte family’s fortunes 
represent not just individual successes and failures but are meant to be understood as 
emblematic of their nation and their time. Galsworthy’s intention to both imbue the 
Forsytes with the spirit and ideology of a class and an age and to deconstruct and skewer 
this very ideology is clear on page one of the Saga: “In plainer words, he has gleaned 
from a gathering of this family… evidence of that mysterious concrete tenacity which 
renders a family so formidable a unit of society, so clear a reproduction of society in 
miniature.  He has been admitted to a vision of the dim roads of social progress, has 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 This quotation comes from the first book of The Forsyte Saga, in which Soames attempts to 
force Irene to observe the traditions of his class: “For—to Soames a rather deplorable sign—
servants were devoted to Irene, who, in defiance of all safe tradition, appeared to recognize their 
right to a share in the weaknesses of human nature” (60).  
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understood something of patriarchal life, of the swarmings of savage hoardes, of the rise 
and fall of nations.  He is like one who, having watched a tree grow from its planting… 
one day will see if flourishing with bland, full foliage, in an almost repugnant prosperity” 
(3).	   Elsewhere in the Saga, Galsworthy refers to the Forsyte class as “the core of the 
nation” (76); the Forsytes uphold the values of the capitalism, patriarchy, and property 
that make the nation possible.   
 Irene is the force that undoes the values this family upholds, and she accomplishes 
this through her marriage and her maternity.  Irene, over the course of the Saga, marries 
two very different Forsytes; her first marriage to Soames Forsyte illustrates the ways in 
which marriage, the Church, and capitalism collude to rob women of their individualism, 
and further exposes the ways in which marriage is predicated on violent ownership. 
Soames Forsyte, the Man of Property, is a solicitor who is dedicated to perpetuating the 
Victorian value system the Forsytes embody; he falls violently in love with Irene and 
pursues her until she reluctantly accedes to marriage.  Their marriage is one driven, like 
everything else in Soames’s life, by a sense of property: Irene agrees to marry Soames 
because of her own precarious financial situation and, once married, she finds she has no 
legal way out of the union she despises.  During their marriage, Irene has an affair with 
Philip Bosinney, a passionate young architect (who, though he designs buildings, is 
notably property-less) whom Soames has commissioned to build a house for his wife in 
the country.  Bosinney is modern and heedless, driven wholly by artistic vision and 
aesthetic passion, and Irene’s affair with Bosinney is based on freedom, passion, and 
beauty, values that contravene Soames’s ethos of property. When Soames becomes aware 
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of the affair, he rapes his wife as a way to restore his ownership of her, and he sues 
Bosinney for breach of contract (Bosinney overshoots his budget in constructing the 
house at Robin Hill).  On the morning of the trial, Irene reveals to Bosinney that her 
husband raped her; in a fit of fury, Bosinney stumbles out into a foggy London street, is 
struck by a passing carriage, and dies (whether by accident or suicide, Galsworthy 
deliberately leaves unclear).  The first book of the trilogy ends with Irene, shattered by 
her rape and the death of her lover, ensconced within Soames’ home once again; on the 
very last page of the novel, Soames locks her in the home. 
 Her second marriage, to Young Jolyon Forsyte, which is traced throughout the 
succeeding books of the Saga, represents a free union of Beauty to Art, and models the 
tenets of anarchy in their bold refusal of the values of the family, Church, and State.  
Even before Young Jolyon meets Irene, his actions define him as part of the radical 
branch of the Forsyte family: as a young, prosperous, well-married man, he abruptly 
leaves his first wife for his daughter’s governess, effectively exiling himself from the 
Forsytes and their fortune.  He lives a modest life with this woman, with whom he has 
two illegitimate children, and he supports them with his equally modest, amateurish art.  
His father, Old Jolyon, breaks with the rest of the Forsyte clan when he, after twelve 
years of silence, reaches out to his only son as an attempt to celebrate and restore their 
unconventional side of the family.  Old Jolyon Forsyte, although the eldest member of the 
Forsyte family, represents not an adherence to their values but a gradual and thorough 
peeling away from these values.  Old Jolyon only lightly bears the mark of property 
stamped so boldly on the rest of his family.  Instead, Galsworthy repeatedly associates 
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Old Jolyon with an individualist challenge to the monolithic values of the family he 
nominally heads: he is a member of a Club called “the Disunion”; his servant is known as 
an anarchist; and, over the course of Book I of the Saga, he goes against the family’s 
decision to ostracize and disown his only son.  Young Jolyon deeply sympathizes with 
Irene during her marriage to Soames and, after she eventually flees Soames, Jolyon 
attempts to broker their divorce.  In the process, he falls in love with Irene, and they 
conceive a child together, eventually marry, and occupy the house at Robin Hill that 
Soames had commissioned for his wife.  Young Jolyon’s life parallels that of Soames, but 
along lines of difference: in his pursuit of art, beauty, and justice, rather than property, 
ownership, and succession, he eventually gathers around him all that Soames had desired, 
but lost.  
 Of all of the innumerable characters contained within The Forsyte Sage, it is Irene 
who most thoroughly and consistently challenges the authority of institutions, and 
institutionalized power and attitudes; she does so through her own actions, through her 
attempts to author her first marriage with Soames, through her unconventional second 
marriage, and finally through her rebellious maternity and parenting of Jon.  Irene’s 
attitude toward marriage becomes increasingly anarchic as the novels progress: she 
moves from suspicion of the marriage contract itself to an outright rejection of the 
institutions governing personal relationships, and her first marriage to Soames introduces 
the themes of property and ownership in personal relationships.  Although Irene faces the 
twin challenges of a newly-widowed stepmother eager to marry her off and an uncertain 
and increasingly alarming financial future, she initially and repeatedly refuses the match 
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with Soames Forsyte despite its ability to free her from financial ruin because she 
questions the very nature of marriage as a contract.  Soames, on the other hand, is a man 
of contracts: as a solicitor, he handles contracts in his profession, and as a man he 
understands all relationships as contracted.  When he notes both his wife’s lack of sexual 
enthusiasm for him within their marriage, and Bosinney’s increasing expenditures on the 
house he hopes will repair their marriage, Soames wonders, “Was it for this that he had 
signed that contract?” (61). The question appears to be about the contract he signs with 
Bosinney, the young architect, but also refers to the marriage contract, which guarantees, 
to Soames, his wife’s loyalty, passion, and the product of an heir.	  
 Although Irene, when faced with financial and societal pressures too great to 
surmount, reluctantly accedes to Soames’ proposition, she attempts to revise the marriage 
contract by authoring it herself.  Before agreeing to marry Soames, Irene extracts from 
him a vow that reveals her distrust of the marriage contract: she makes him swear, 
repeatedly, that “if their marriage were not a success, she should be as free as if she had 
never married him”; although Soames swears this, “for the twentieth time,” he later 
recants, retrospectively regarding his vow as simply an example of a “queer [thing] men 
would swear for the sake of women! He would have sworn it at any time to gain her!” 
(102).  Irene, in attempting not only to author her own marriage contract but to make 
Soames verbally agree to it at least twenty times, in effect attempts to grant herself 
authority over the shape of her marriage.  This attempt at both authority and authorship 
points up the ways in which Irene’s vision of marriage, and Soames’ extracted promise, 
mean nothing without the codification of the Church and State; to society, Irene’s version 
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of the contract does not exist, and Soames’s vow to honor it means nothing.  Indeed, once 
Irene concedes to the authority of the Church and State in a sanctioned marriage, her own 
vision and version of marriage falls under erasure. 
 Although Soames insists on the rights the marriage contract grants him, at one 
point in the novel raping his wife to assert his rights of property over her, he refuses to 
honor Irene’s version of the marriage contract, a contract written with far-reaching 
demands.  In essence, Irene’s version of the marriage contract reveals her desire not to 
control property but her desire for self-possession, a demand utterly incomprehensible to 
Soames and his larger family.  Soames, as a man of his time and his class, lacks the 
imagination to understand Irene’s demands for self-possession and personal fulfillment 
within a marriage; indeed, “[m]ost people would consider such a marriage as that of 
Soames and Irene quite fairly successful; he had money, she had beauty….  There was no 
reason why they should not jog along, even if they hated each other….  Half the 
marriages of the upper classes were conducted on these lines: Do not offend the 
susceptibilities of the Society; do not offend the susceptibilities of the Church….  The 
advantages of the stable home are visible, tangible, so many pieces of property….  To 
break up a home is at best a dangerous experiment” (192).  Irene, driven to this marriage 
by her own lack of property, becomes property in the bargain, and considers this 
arrangement and her own participation in it, by the end of the Saga, nothing short of 
criminal. Galsworthy’s sense of, and critique of, property is central to the entire Saga, and 
the marriage of Soames and Irene can be understood as the meeting of property and the 
force that attempts, thoroughly and consistently, to undermine it.  Irene’s demands 
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challenge at the root the ethos that Soames and his family represent; they also highlight 
the ways in which, at this moment in time, the concept of property was so central to the 
institution of marriage.  
 In a detail that is surely not coincidental, Soames and Irene marry in 1882, the 
same year in which the Married Women’s Property Act became law in England. 
Galsworthy subtly alludes to this Act in order to heighten and explore the code of 
property Soames embodies and supports and Irene eschews and attempts to obviate 
through her own personal actions.57  But Galsworthy goes further than this: over the 
course of the novels he shows the ways in which the Married Woman’s Property Act 
protects a woman’s property in marriage, but does not protect her person in marriage; in 
short, a woman may own her property, but she does not, in marriage, own herself.  
Galsworthy illustrates this by repeatedly mentioning, over the course of the novels, that 
despite reforms such as the Married Woman’s Property Act, the laws governing divorce 
remained unchanged, thereby leaving intact marriage’s basis in male dominion over 
women economically, legally, and socially.  But more shockingly, Galsworthy uses 
Soames’ rape of his wife to draw attention to the ways in which married women, well 
into the 20th century, might have had rights over their property, but did not have rights 
over their own bodies, or easy legal recourse to escape abusive marriages. 
 As Galsworthy shows, society demands female acquiescence to her husband’s 
demands in marriage, and legally codifies this.  In her essay “The Sex Right: A Legal 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 Soames, as the Man of Property, comes from and stands for a family that considers the time 
“before the Married Women’s Property Act” as a “golden age” (18). 
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History of the Marital Rape Exemption,” Rebecca M. Ryan illuminates the history of the 
marital rape exemption, and states that, while women’s legal rights changed during the 
19th century, the marital rape exemption persisted well into the 20th century, and therefore 
conferred upon the husband a continuing sexual authority over the wife.  Whereas the 
19th century would see the feminist and legal challenge to the “husband[’s] authority over 
the wife’s person economically,” he was still able to exert legal and physical authority 
over her sexually (953).   A husband, in short, could not legally be guilty of the rape his 
wife at this point in English and American law: “the true reasons why the husband, who 
has sexual intercourse with the wife against her will, is not guilty of rape, is that such 
intercourse is not unlawful” (954).  In his frank portrayal of marital rape in this novel, 
Galsworthy launches both a trenchant critique against marriage as an institution, and 
joins the anarcha-feminist effort of the time in its critique and reexamination of marriage 
as an institution that predicates itself on female subordination, sexual naïveté, and sexual 
servitude.  Galsworthy boldly and brutally exposes the way in which the marital rape 
exemption legally enforces the idea that a wife is her husband’s property.  Reformist 
measures, like the Married Women’s Property Act, do not go far enough; what 
Galsworthy critiques is the unequal foundation of marriage itself.  
 Irene attempts to extract herself from the demands of her marriage first through 
repeated acts of refusal.  When Irene begins sleeping in a separate room and locking the 
door against her husband, Soames recognizes it as an “act of revolt,” though he fails to 
recognize all that she rebels against (215).  Her revolt is against not only him as a 
husband, but against the concepts of property and patriarchy that the Forsytes so 
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thoroughly embody and on which the State depends.  Through Irene’s private rebellion, 
Galsworthy shows the ways in which the patriarchal values of the private house support 
and make possible the superstructure of the State (something Virginia Woolf will later do 
in Three Guineas).  I do not use the term “patriarchal” loosely, but instead to refer to the 
“highly specific structure concerning the power of the father to confer on his children his 
name… [which] is bound to the desire to have one’s own, proper children inherit one’s 
property” (Chanter 46).  Irene disrupts the Forsytes’ patriarchal system through her acts 
of refusal; she both refuses to have children with Soames (it becomes evident later in the 
Saga that she used birth control over the course of their marriage) and she disrupts 
Soames’ lines of inheritance when Irene and her distinctly unconventional family, and 
not Soames and his deeply conventional family, ultimately occupy the home at Robin 
Hill (which Soames commissioned).  Irene refuses to perpetuate the value system of the 
Forsytes by refusing, in short, to reproduce Forsytes.  When Irene exerts control over her 
own physical and sexual boundaries, she embodies Goldman’s call for the free mother to 
refuse “the right to anyone over her body; by refusing to bear children, unless she wants 
them; by refusing to be a servant to God, the State, society, the husband, the family, 
etc.”58  Irene’s rebellion, although it begins in the private home, is specifically against the 
patriarchal State.  By taking control of her body, Irene refuses to recognize Soames’ 
authority as a husband, and refuses quite deliberately to reproduce the values and the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58 Rebecca West, although she appreciates this work as a “novel of dissent,” does not consider 
Irene a successful evocation of rebellion: “Irene is a character too limited to bear the weight of 
the significance assigned to her” (The Court 200).  D. H. Lawrence’s scathing view of the lovers 
as false rebels I have already discussed. 
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family he represents. Soames, like the “conventional superstructure” that he embodies, in 
turn brutally refuses to acknowledge the authority of Irene’s desires as an individual and 
as a woman, and rapes his wife as a way to assert his patriarchal authority (60). 
 Galsworthy makes plain that Society and the Law support and endorse Soames’ 
view regarding his troublesome wife; indeed, Society would expect Soames to be “a 
man” and remove “the locks from his wife’s doors, and, after beating her soundly, 
[resume] wedded happiness” (219).  When Soames rapes his wife, he acts within his 
rights as codified by the Law, the Church, and indeed his rape of Irene is first framed as 
an act through which “Soames at last asserted his rights and acted like a man” and later in 
the novel is referred to by the euphemism “an act of property” (246).  Soames himself 
prefers to consider the act not a rape but instead a “reconciliation,” a restitution of his 
marital rights: “The incident was really not of great moment; women made a fuss about it 
in books; but in the cool judgment of right-thinking men, of men of the world, of such as 
he recollected often received praise in the Divorce Court, he had but done his best to 
sustain the sanctity of marriage, to prevent her from abandoning her duty…----No, he did 
not regret it” (247).  But Galsworthy does not allow Soames the comfort of euphemism: 
immediately following Soames’ justification of the brutal (and silent, and unreported, and 
non-criminal) rape of his wife by using the terms of Law, State, and Church, Soames 
picks up the newspaper and “read of three murders, five manslaughters, seven arsons, and 
as many as eleven rapes—a surprisingly high number” (247).  Of course, the newspaper 
is wrong: there are not as many as eleven rapes: there are more than eleven rapes, since 
Irene’s remains silent, unregistered, and unreported.  Galsworthy reveals the horror in 
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this gap between the reported and the actual: we have borne witness to the ghastly rape of 
Irene, but society and the Law do not.  Irene’s rape is not reported because there is, in 
short, nothing to report: in the eyes of the Law, Soames has simply exerted his legal and 
conjugal rights as her husband by demanding her sexual obedience.   
 Soames, the Man of Property, is also a solicitor and the Man of Law; legally, he 
can rape his wife without repercussion, and he uses the law to defeat the spirit and person 
of Philip Bosinney, Irene’s lover and Soames’s architect.  Like Irene before him, 
Bosinney, the artist, extracts from Soames a verbal and written promise that he can enjoy 
a “free hand” in the construction of the home at Robin Hill; like Irene, Bosinney too is 
conquered by a legally codified reification of property over liberty (or of force over 
justice).  According to Soames, both Irene and Bosinney have broken their contracts with 
him, and the Law endorses Soames’s understanding. The very day after Soames rapes 
Irene, he defeats Bosinney in court; the court of law supports Soames’ flagrant refusal of 
the authority of the verbal agreements he makes with both his wife and his architect, the 
characters who represent Beauty and Art in the novel. The twin pressures of the lawsuit 
and the knowledge of Soames’s violation of Irene drive Bosinney mad and lead to his 
death.  Irene lives, and rebels. Her attitude toward marriage becomes increasingly 
anarchic: after the rape, her inclination to abstention and refusal extends to a refusal of 
the law, and through her rebellious pairings and motherhood she repeatedly refuses to 
honor the authority of institutions over her decisions, her body, or her will. 
 The Man of Property stands as a particularly sharp piece of social criticism 
because Soames prevails: he defeats his wife’s lover in court; the Law supports his suit 
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against Bosinney, the radical architect who “endangered [the Forsytes] two most priceless 
possessions, the pocket and the hearth,” and supports his sexual rights as a husband 
(289); he maintains all of his property, both material and human; and, at the close of the 
novel, he slams the door in the face of young Jolyon, the bohemian member of the family 
who has come to rescue Irene from the horror of living with the man responsible for 
raping her and destroying her lover.  The machinery of society upholds Soames and all of 
the values the Forsytes embody: the courts, the Church, and the State remain intact, as 
does the Victorian family that embraces these institutions.  But the rest of the books of 
the Saga chart Irene’s eventual victory over Soames and the social structure he 
represents; by the end of To Let, Book III of the original saga, Soames dwells on the very 
institutions that anarchy is dedicated to undoing: “‘To Let’—the Forsyte age and way of 
life, when a man owned his soul, his investment, and his woman, without check or 
question.… The waters of change were foaming in, carrying the promise of new forms 
only when their destructive flood should have passed its full” (877).  Irene achieves this 
victory by first refusing to acknowledge the authority of institutions or property over her 
and then by dedicating herself to individualism and art.   
 Irene emerges in the succeeding books of the Saga as not so much a character as a 
force, and a dangerous one.  Her anarchic abstention makes her a baffling figure both for 
the other characters in the novel and for early critics of the novel.59 When her father-in-	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Stanford Sternlicht notes that Irene is “the only controversial figure on the book.  She 
represents what is perhaps Galsworthy’s sole experiment in writing” in that Galsworthy fashioned 
her as a character whose own perspective is not shown, but whose character is apprehended 
through her influence on all of the other characters in the Saga (51).  
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law, James, tries to convince Irene to “‘be more of a wife’” to Soames, Irene responds 
with her silence: “Irene did not answer, and James, too, cased speaking.  There was 
something in her silence which disconcerted him; it was not the silence of obstinacy… 
[and] yet he felt as if he had not had the last word.  He could not understand this” (210). 
Irene’s power of silence and refusal disarms the family; James, the patriarch, notes that 
“the silence and impenetrability of this woman by his side, whom he had always thought 
so soft and mild, alarmed him” (210).  Old Jolyon, too, wonders at her nature and finds 
her both uncategorizable—“she was not a flirt, not even a coquette”—and distinctly 
“dangerous.  He could not say why…. She was dangerous” (200-1). David Wyatt, in The 
Hopkins Review, sees Irene as “one of fiction’s great Silent Centers,” not unlike the silent 
centers around which so many modernist novels revolve.  Irene emerges as a both an 
abstentionist force and as a modern character, one whose power of refusal makes her 
unknown and unknowable to the old guard of Victorian Forsytes.  
 Over the course of the rest of the Saga, all that belonged to Soames Irene reclaims 
and empties of its Victorian and materialist significance.  In the first interlude, written 
eleven years after The Man of Property, we learn of the fates of Soames’ two most 
valuable pieces of property: Irene and the house at Robin Hill.  Irene has left Soames and 
begun a life that eschews the values of property: when she leaves him, she leaves behind 
all of her finery, jewels, and clothing with a note that reads, “I think I have taken nothing 
that you or your people have given me” (273).  Although Irene’s jewels could have 
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bought her freedom with Bosinney,60 she leaves them behind as a way to illustrate her 
anti-property principles, a gesture and message Soames recognizes: “Nothing that she 
could have done, nothing that she had done, brought to him like this the inner 
significance of her act…  In that moment… he betrayed the Forsyte in him—forgot 
himself, his interests, his property—was capable of almost anything; was lifted into the 
pure ether of the selfless and unpractical” (273).  When Irene leaves behind all the 
Forsyte have endowed her with, she illustrates a refusal not only of things but of the 
entire value system that the Forsytes perpetuate.  Further, she refuses to be rescued by the 
very thing that imprisons her; although many early readers of the novel begged 
Galsworthy to reconsider and let the “lovers run off together with her jewels,” to do so 
would have granted property—and, specifically, Soames’s property—power, and Irene, 
the force that challenges this ethos, does not and cannot give in to this (Sternlicht 15).  In 
the subsequent books of the Saga, Irene moves beyond her challenge to property and 
creates a life dedicated to undoing all forms of coercion and control. After Irene leaves 
Soames, her rebellion against property and the values of the State only intensifies, and 
manifests itself through her second marriage and through her maternity. 
 Irene’s life after Soames represents a sharp turn from a life of material concerns to 
a life of devoted to art, beauty, and the undoing of old forms: she has not divorced 
Soames, yet she lives on her own, supports herself by giving music lessons, and 
occasionally and privately travels to Robin Hill to gaze on the house her lover built for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Galsworthy’s editor, Edward Garnett, dismayed by the powerfully bleak ending of the first 
book of the saga, was surely the most vocal proponent of this happy ending. 
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her.  Through her separation from Soames, Irene wrests herself from a family built on 
patriarchal values and instead devotes her time to women who live outside of the 
boundaries of behavior deemed acceptable by the State.  She shocks even Old Jolyon 
when she confesses that she has been counseling prostitutes, giving them what money 
and kindness she can.  In her support of prostitutes, Irene refuses to see these women as 
deviant, and instead recognizes a kinship with them, as a woman who has also suffered 
economic and sexual exploitation by patriarchal systems.  Galsworthy, in making Irene 
sympathetic to prostitutes, participates in the anarchist critique of marriage—any 
marriage—as a form of prostitution, resting as it does on the exchange of sex for 
economic gain.  Repeatedly, Galsworthy aligns Irene with a desire to subvert the 
prevailing systems of morality by refusing to acknowledge authority of men over women, 
and her counseling of prostitutes again connects her to the anarcha-feminist concern with 
the same. 
 Irene’s use of abstention as a means of active resistance begins in the personal 
realm, but in the subsequent books of the Saga extends into the legal realm as well: after 
a twelve-year period of separation from Soames, during which Irene establishes her own 
life, Young Jolyon approaches Irene on Soames’ behalf in order to see if she will provide 
Soames with the evidence he needs to pursue a divorce.61  Irene refuses not because she 
wishes to remain married to Soames, but because she refuses to acknowledge the law’s 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Irene does eventually give Soames the evidence he needs to sue for divorce, but it is false 
evidence.  When Soames comes upon Irene comforting Young Jolyon on the death	  of his son, he 
assumes they are lovers, although at this point they are not.  When Irene blithely affirms	  Soames’ 
mistaken belief, she reveals her contempt for him and the law; she again uses her word to 
undermine or challenge a contract. 
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categorization of her.  Young Jolyon, surprised at her refusal to provide evidence of her 
marital infidelity, asks her what she would do should she fall in love again.  She replies, 
simply, “‘I should love’” (399).  Whereas Jolyon reads this answer as a summation of 
“the whole philosophy of one on whim the world has turned its back,” he confuses the 
agency in his thought (399).  The world has not turned its back on Irene: Irene has turned 
her back on the world, deliberately and thoughtfully, in her pursuit of an ideal life outside 
of society and the law.  For Irene, love lives outside of the law of the State and the 
Church, and she conducts her eventual relationship with Young Jolyon along these lines 
of refusal. 
 Soames himself collides with Irene’s powers of refusal when, infuriated by 
Jolyon’s inability to extract a confession from her, he continues to pursue her in Book 
Two of the Saga, first to pressure her into giving him evidence of her past sexual 
infidelity so he can divorce her, and then insisting, if she will not do so, that she reconcile 
with him and produce a son.  Soames insists that, one way or another, “The law must be 
complied with,” yet Irene refuses both options, and remains steadfast in her refusal to 
acknowledge the law’s power over her (417).  Soames recognizes Irene’s resistance as a 
subversive strategy, as one that has the power to undo him and the law he upholds: he 
notes, with growing alarm, that “There was more of her, as it were, something of activity 
and daring, where there had been sheer passive resistance…. She had developed power” 
(417).  Irene, by refusing to recognize the authority of the law, by refusing to provide 
Soames with evidence for divorce, and by refusing to return to him as his wife, 
effectively traps Soames, a solicitor, within the very legal system he supports and reveres.  
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Later in the Saga, Soames recognizes Irene’s nonconformity as a power great enough to 
upset not only his personal life but also an entire system, with the power to initiate all-out 
revolt: “all this modern relaxation of marriage—though its forms and laws were the same 
as when he married her—that all this modern looseness had come out of her revolt; it 
seemed to him… that she had started it, till all decent ownership of anything had gone, or 
was on the point of going.  All came from her!” (801).  
 Irene, though, becomes more than simply a figure of refusal and abstention in this 
novel; through her rebellious pairing with Jolyon and her subsequent maternity, she 
creatively fashions a life that deliberately eschews convention, class, and the strictures of 
the State.  Irene’s pairing with Young Jolyon represents a successful match of Beauty to 
Art, and Galsworthy rewards the lovers by having them disrupt the patriarchal lines of 
inheritance and occupy the house at Robin Hill that Soames had originally 
commissioned.  When Old Jolyon buys Robin Hill from Soames, he restores the artistic 
value of the house, preserving it as a monument to love and art rather than an 
embodiment of the ethic of property.  He also buys the home as a way to restore his 
rebellious side of the family, to create a space in which the values of cooperation and 
individualism triumph over the values of property, materialism/order, and the State.  
When Irene decides to create a family with young Jolyon, she finally occupies the space 
created for her, and in this space creates a non-traditional family that itself, under her 
guidance, refuses to adhere to the enforced morality of the State.   
Perhaps most radically, and what distinguishes Irene as not a Forsyte, is her 
attitude toward Robin Hill as property.  Just as she conceives of life outside of the bonds 
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of the church and State, so she conceives of a home outside of the ethos of property.  Late 
in the Saga, when Young Jolyon dies and leaves Robin Hill to Irene, she does not insist 
on keeping the home that her first husband commissioned for her, her lover built for her, 
and her second husband dwelt in with her.  Rather, she seems singularly unconcerned 
with its fate, putting the property up for lease (hence Book III’s title, To Let); temporarily 
granting it to June, Young Jolyon’s eldest daughter, who uses it as an artists’ colony; and 
finally selling it to “some peer.”  Throughout the Saga, Irene refuses to recognize herself 
as property, refuses to recognize lines of inheritance of property, and refuses to grant 
property any material or emotional weight whatsoever.  After selling the house at Robin 
Hill, a piece of property that occupies a central space in the Forsyte narrative, she lives a 
nomadic life, touching down in America, Europe, and Canada, living a life that crosses 
borders and boundaries freely. 
Irene and Jolyon’s pairing, and her pregnancy, subvert the law and convention 
several times over.  After the divorce, Soames notes that he will not be able to re-marry 
for at least six months, since according to English law, “the decree is confirmed six 
months hence” (573).  Whereas Soames re-marries exactly six months after his divorce, 
Irene flouts the law by conceiving a child (Jon) out of wedlock with Jolyon.  Irene’s birth 
of Jon is one of two near-concurrent births that conclude the second book of the saga, In 
Chancery; Soames’ new wife, Annette, gives birth to a girl very shortly after Irene gives 
birth to a son. The second part of the family saga ends on a note of rebirth, quite literally, 
but this rebirth introduces a new order, a changed order, and changed order that reflects a 
changing value system that the old English family is loathe to accept.  One child is 
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legitimate (Soames’ daughter), one illegitimate (Irene’s son); one child is born of a 
marriage of property, the other born of a union of love; one child is a girl, the other a boy; 
one labor is gruesome and near-fatal and described in stark detail; one is idealized and 
affirmational and invisible.  Galsworthy, true to the values that Goldman admires in him, 
refuses to let these births represent a perpetuation of tradition.  The Forsyte name is not 
carried on by the child of Soames, the “man of property” who inherits intact the values of 
property and privilege from the previous patriarch.  Instead, it is the illegitimate child of 
Jolyon, the bohemian artist, and Irene, a force of refusal and beauty, who will 
simultaneously carry on the Forsyte name but empty it of its traditional values.   	   Although several critics have identified Irene as representative of a specifically 
feminist nonconformity, none has commented on the radical nature and possibilities of 
her role as a mother.	  	  David Wyatt traces some of Irene’s her radical contours, and locates 
the novel in a feminist framework in its frank treatment of “female sexuality, of a 
woman’s right—and no one else’s—to possess and to decide when to share it, and of the 
importance to the health and happiness of the larger culture that girls be allowed to gain 
before marriage the ‘experience’ of sex essential to the possibility of a happy sexual life 
within it” (407).  Phillippa Moylan, in “The Nervous Economies of John Galsworthy’s 
Forsyte Chronicles” (2011), acknowledges the ways in which “Galsworthy attempts to 
overcome familial, societal, and national processes of decay through regenerational 
solutions” (58).  Moylan recognizes, too, that “Irene represents a radical sexual code for 
Victorian society” that “serves as a benchmark for individual freedom…. Irene is… the 
harbinger of a new age” (63).  Yet for all of her deeply insightful readings of Irene, 
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Moylan believes Galsworthy “could not envisage a societal change that would dismantle 
the class system” (70).  It is here where I depart from Moylan’s sensitive reading; I argue 
that Irene most fully expresses her radical challenge to convention through her 
motherhood, and that Irene’s parenting of Jon shows the way out of class structures and 
into an anarchic ideal of cooperative social harmony. If Irene “represents hope and 
progress,” she does so because she refuses to obey a law and a system that has excluded 
her by she refusing to recognize its authority (Moylan 63). 
As a mother, Irene realizes her anarchic values through the way she creatively 
fashions her own family structure along her own lines of fluid, inclusive kinship.  Hers is 
a family built along lies of flux and change.  Irene’s home contains not only her 
immediate family (meaning herself, her husband, and her son), but also includes various 
children from Jolyon’s previous unions.  These grown children, all devoted to 
individualistic, non-acquisitive efforts, drift in and out of Irene’s home, using it as a 
touchstone for their own creative endeavors.  June, Jolyon’s eldest daughter, uses the 
home as a gallery for her “lost cause” modern artists, and Holly, one of Jolyon’s several 
illegitimate children, is a novelist-farmer (clearly modeled on Olive Schreiner) who 
occasionally returns to Robin Hill for creative inspiration and to develop a relationship 
with her much-younger brother.  Of course, the rest of the Forsytes snigger at young 
Jolyon for having a “triple decker” family; Irene’s home, and its emphasis on a creative, 
cooperative, decentralized structure, repudiates their belief in rigid hierarchies in the 
home and in society.   
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Irene’s response to the social system as it is—both her refusal of it, and her 
answer to it—is best recognized through the way she parents her only child, Jon, who 
will become, by the close of the series, the nominal head of the Forsyte clan.  At one 
point in the Saga, Soames berates Irene, insisting, with great vehemence, “‘Society is 
built on marriage… marriage and its consequences. Do you want to do away with it?’” 
(835).  Irene answers this question in the affirmative through her creative reconstruction 
of her home, and by encouraging her son to live outside of the bastions of social control.  
She raises Jon to value pleasure, humility, and experience, and to reject property, 
ownership, and tradition; when the reader first meets young Jon in the interlude 
“Awakening,” he is blue with paint and brown with mud, symbolically connected to the 
earth and to art, bewildering and fascinating the neat and conventional daughter of 
Soames.  He is a child who is not urged to excel, amass, or conquer, a direction which 
worries even the otherwise progressive Jolyon, who frets about his son’s aimlessness.  
Irene, however, not only embraces this quality but actively encourages it, appreciating his 
imaginative and chaotic nature.  Jon combines resolutely anti-capitalist tendencies in his 
choice of profession when he becomes a farmer-poet, a role Rebecca West identifies, in 
one of her own meditations on anarchy, as a type of anarchist ideal in that it celebrates 
creation and cultivation over possession and exploitation.  Jon, however is somewhat 
dispassionate about both vocations; he is above all an individual who, his father fears, 
will “go in for nothing” (655).  Jon, like his mother, is unidentifiable: he slips the bonds 
of categorization and repeatedly leaves characters convinced that they “would never 
know what Jon was…. What was he?” (737, 803).  Jon drifts through jobs devoted to the 
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land or to art; he leaves England first for British Columbia and then for America, his 
sense of self utterly divorced from a sense of profession, caste, property, or country.   
Galsworthy slowly and carefully reveals Jon as one of the few Forsytes who 
create rather than possess: although a middling poet and farmer, he distinguishes himself 
from the rest of his family who were almost exclusively “solid middlemen[;] they had 
gone to work… to manage and possess….  [None] of them had soiled his hands by 
creating anything….  Collectors, solicitors, barristers, merchants, publishers, accountants, 
directors, land agents, even soldiers—there they had been!” (876).  Jon, on the other 
hand, according to his father, embodies an iconoclastic generation, one that will “smash 
their idols…[and] get back to…nothing! And, by Jove, they’ve done it! Jon’s a poet.  
He’ll be… stamping on what’s left of us.  Property, beauty, sentiment—all smoke” (751).  
Jon inherits this desire to rend and recreate not from his father, who confesses that he is 
but a Forsyte “mongrel… [s]omething between an artist and Forsyte,” but from the 
deliberate decisions and guidance of his mother (124).  Indeed, Galsworthy reveals, 
largely in the second series of the chronicles, the ways in which Irene’s resolutely anti-
property and anti-institutional tendencies shape her son.  If Forsytes like Soames 
represent “Investment” and “legal ownership, personified,” Irene represents “lawless 
beauty, incarnate” (848).  Galsworthy’s use of “lawless” reinforces my sense of Irene as 
an anarchic force devoted to undoing the old in order to envision and create a life 
unmoored from ownership and property in all of their forms.  
Whereas Jolyon, for all of his progressivism, looks upon Jon’s quiet iconoclasm 
with both approval and alarm, Irene nurtures this disposition by educating her son outside 
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of the bounds traditional institutions, a detail Galsworthy reveals gradually and subtly in 
the first and second trilogies of The Forsyte Saga.  Irene reacts with pronounced alarm 
when she learns that June has taken young Jon to church, and, while allowing her son the 
freedom to choose whether he himself will become religiously observant, makes it clear 
to him that she does not attend services, and indeed believes the church to be dangerous 
(621).  Her rejection of the Church as an institution is manifold: she bears Jon out of 
wedlock, does not baptize her son, and, like Galsworthy himself, refuses to participate in 
any religious rituals (she and Jolyon are not married in a Church; Irene is one of the few 
characters to survive the entire chronicles, but Jolyon, like his father before him, refuses a 
church burial and the trappings of mourning).  Jon, although raised outside of the Church, 
is repeatedly recognized as a character who is, essentially, moral, and who speaks out 
against injustices at home and abroad (in the second series of the Saga, he vocally 
criticizes segregationist policies in America).  In contrast, Soames’s daughter, Fleur, who 
is baptized twice, as if to inculcate her into the conventions of the Church as firmly as 
possible, openly admits that Jon has a deeper moral sense than she does.  Whereas Fleur 
devotes herself to acquisition and social climbing, Jon demonstrates a moral code that 
revolves not around religion but around a strong and abiding sense of social justice. 
 Further, Jon is not educated the manner of his forefathers: “Educated neither at 
Eton like his father, nor at Harrow, like his dead half-brother, but at one of those 
establishments which…[is] designed to avoid the evil and contain the good of the Public 
school system” (655).  Although Galsworthy does not specify what type of school this is, 
we learn from Jon in A Modern Comedy that his education was decisively non-traditional, 
	  	  
207	  
and one that prepared him to be wary of any institutional affiliations, be they with the 
Capital, the Military, Investment, or Property.  Galsworthy himself articulates his views 
on the evils of the English public school system in his 1912 essay, “On Social Unrest.”  
In this essay, he criticizes the elite English public school for being little more than  “a 
great Caste factory” that hardens class prejudice and capitalist fervor so that the graduates 
of this system, cloistered and shielded from any member of a class other than their own, 
can perpetuate and reproduce these prejudices institutionally:  “This phalanx marches out 
into the professions, into business, into the universities, where, it is true, some awaken to 
a sense of wider values—but not too many” (192, 193).  Irene’s choices for Jon steer him 
away from a sense of caste and instead toward what Galsworthy himself sees as 
necessary to achieving a better, more harmonious social and civic life: an effort toward a 
“higher mind” and “new machinery” that will pull down the old and erect in its place 
something more just, more perfect, more beautiful (“On Social Unrest” 204). 
Irene’s parenting creates a son who feels little connection to the state or the 
nation.  Although Jon, “so far as he knew, had no blood in him which was not English, 
was often innately unhappy in the presence of his own countrymen”; Irene deliberately 
refuses to inculcate her son to the values of a patriarchal system/nation that so demeaned 
and imprisoned her (725).  Even at nineteen, Jon “had never been in a London club,” a 
bastion of English maleness and privilege that embodies all of the social values Irene 
finds most abhorrent and rebels against (745).  The direction of Jon’s life clearly bears 
Irene’s imprimatur: Jolyon, despite his general wariness of institutions, had been content 
to enjoy the social benefits of his club, and to educate his elder son in the traditions 
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embodied by the public school.  It is Irene who steers Jon away from Church, State, and 
Property, and toward a life lightly lived, and lived according to principles of social 
harmony and individualism strongly aligned with cultural anarchism.   
Jon, although Forsyte in name, is Irene’s son in spirit and practice.  But Jon is 
more than just a Forsyte; he is, by the end of the chronicles, the nominal head of the 
family, the eldest son of the eldest son, going back all the way to the original Jolyon.  
Galsworthy uses the space of the chronicles to defeat the Victorian values embodied by 
Soames and the rest of the Forsytes, and instead installs Jon and his modern, anti-
Victorian, anarchic family in their place.  Jon, under Irene’s parenting, hearkens back to a 
lost founding legacy that is explicitly and essentially anarchic, and in this way represents 
an idealistic path not taken by the family or society in general.  Soames, as one of his last 
acts before his demise, traces the family lineage back to its roots in farming, and returns 
to his family’s place of origin at the close of the Saga: 
 His own grandfather, begotten and born one hundred fifty-six years ago, in 
  the best bed, not two dozen paces from where he was sitting.  What a  
  change since then! For the better? Who could say? But here was this grass, 
  and rock and sea, and the air and the gulls, and the old church over there  
  beyond the coombe, precisely as they had been, only more so…. In the old 
  time here, without newspapers, with nothing from the outer world, you’d  
  grow up without any sense of the State or that sort of thing…. Progress,  
  civilization, what were they for?  (847) 
 
Irene, through her own life and through her son’s, charts a path through life that is rooted 
in social harmony, beauty, mindfulness, and individual fulfillment, one that operates 
outside of and in opposition to the pressures and demands of the State and its institutions.  
Indeed, Irene, Jolyon, and Jon create a family and an existence that embodies 
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Galsworthy’s sense of modernity, namely that “the landing-place for modernity was a 
change of heart; the re-birth of a belief that life was worth while, and better life 
attainable” (A Modern Comedy 385).  This perspective is in accord with anarchism’s 
belief that society, since it is itself constructed, can be dismantled and re-made along 
lines of justice and harmony.  As Geoffrey Galt Harpham notes in his study of anarchism 
in the works of Joseph Conrad, “the discourse of anarchism lays particular emphasis on 
the idea of the world as the vast product of countless acts of individual creation…. 
Anarchism attacks at this point of nonnecessity” (64, 73).  As Soames’s final reflection, 
and Jon’s new trajectory, make clear, the world of Forsytes is not inevitable: it simply 
represents a series of choices that, once recognized as unjust, must be undone, and 
replaced by an order that celebrates, in Galsworthy’s words, the “victory of justice over 
force” (“Gentles” 178).  
 The rebellious family who eschews property, country, and the State ultimately 
creates a new vision and version of the family that effectively unsettles and restructures 
the demands of the State and the family.  In this way, the family Jolyon and Irene create 
illustrates quite clearly Goldman’s definition of anarchy as a movement that “stands for 
the liberation of the human mind from the dominion of religion; the liberation of the 
human body from the dominion of property; liberation from the shackles and restraints of 
government.  Anarchism stands for a social order based on the free grouping of 
individuals for the purpose of producing real social wealth” (“Anarchism” 62). If we 
accept unquestioningly Woolf’s demarcation of 1910 as the moment at which “human 
character changed,” Galsworthy must remain an Edwardian materialist, short on 
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psychological incisiveness and aesthetic experimentation but long on limiting realism and 
larger social issues.  But if we see 1910 not as a rigid boundary but as a porous one, we 
can admit the ways in which Galsworthy, in The Forsyte Saga as in his plays, 
participated in and exerted a strong influence on debates about women, art, aesthetics, 
and social justice so central to modernist literary effort and thought.   
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CHAPTER 4 
No Country: Recovering the Radical in Virginia Woolf’s Mothers 
 
 “All great art is anarchy.”  --Gertrude Stein (qtd. in De Koven 17) 
 
  “God, King, and Country… that voracious trio had already deprived me of all that 
 I valued most in life.”  --Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (450) 
  
 “‘I’ve just had a letter from a friend of mine whose brother is in business in 
 Moscow.  They want me to stay with them, and as they’re in the thick of all the 
 conspiracies and anarchists, I’ve a good mind to stop on my way home.  It sounds 
 too thrilling.’ 
  …She became very animated, as she talked on and on, for she professed 
 herself  certain that once twenty people—no, ten would be enough if they were 
 keen—set about doing things instead of talking about doing them, they could 
 abolish almost every evil that exists.” –Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out (312-
 313) 
 
 
 Mothers occupy a central space in Virginia Woolf’s oeuvre.  In her fiction, 
characters such as Mrs. Ramsay, Clarissa Dalloway, and Susan loom large, embodying 
physical and social creativity in the ways in which they order the worlds around them.  
Yet these figures are also notoriously complex, and fit uneasily into feminist politics. 
Clarissa is able to body forth creative power for her party, but the bounds of her powers 
seem as narrow as the bed she occupies, alone; Susan, a figure of fecundity and fury, 
feels “debased and hide-bound by the bestial and beautiful power of maternity” and 
declares that she will let her children “wall me away from you and you and you” (132).  
Mrs. Ramsay emerges as a particularly ambiguous figure: for all of her robust 
individualism, she clearly expresses a desire to uphold and takes pleasure in upholding 
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patriarchal values; although she is perpetually admired, she also always sees herself as 
lesser than her husband, and indeed, despite his avaricious demands, desires not to take 
away from his vital life of the mind.  Mrs. Ramsay, with her eight children and the 
various satellites that orbit around her, is certainly a creative, generative force: she 
perpetuates life; she commands life to “stand still here”; she manages to orchestrate 
evenings that, like Mrs. Dalloway’s, stand as moments of artistic creation and fusion 
(TTL 161).  Yet her art cannot and does not (and perhaps is not meant to) last: Mrs. 
Ramsay does not participate in acts of self-creation; she ultimately remains to be created 
(and named) by others. 
 The maternal in Woolf’s works of feminist philosophy are similarly contradictory 
and bedeviling, confounding easy categorization and refusing didacticism.  Woolf 
famously counsels that creative women must “think back through our mothers,” yet at the 
same time the female artist must murder, with great force, the Angel in the House, an 
embodiment of Victorian values (ROO 76).  Symbolic maternal acts of creation are 
central to her feminism--novels are not “single and solitary births”--yet at the same time, 
not only is impending maternity one of the forces that kills Shakespeare’s sister, the 
domestic demands of motherhood are one of the forces that keeps women from attending 
the lecture at which Woolf introduces the very idea of Shakespeare’s sister: “She 
[Shakespeare’s sister] lives in you and me, and in many other women who are not here 
tonight, for they are washing up the dishes and putting the children to bed” (ROO 67, 
113).  Nor was Woolf drawing on the maternal simply symbolically in her works of 
feminist philosophy; she directly addresses some of the debates surrounding motherhood 
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in Three Guineas, in which she weighs in on the Endowment of Motherhood controversy 
discussed in chapter 1, an issue that occupied feminists, Fabians, and Parliament in the 
first two decades of the twentieth century.  
 In this chapter, I argue that Woolf foregrounds the figure of the mother in her 
works of feminist philosophy and in her fiction as a way to explore women’s 
relationships to the State and to the patriarchal institutions that embody the State’s values.  
Woolf, like other feminists of the time, recognizes the mother as particularly problematic 
to feminism, but also works out her feminism through the figure of the mother.  I will 
show that ultimately, by the time she writes Three Guineas and The Years/The Pargiters, 
Woolf liberates the maternal from her ties to patriarchal institutions and instead sees her 
as the site of new possibilities for women.  In order to extract the mother from the 
patriarchal institutions to which she had been bound, Woolf invests the maternal with 
anarchic powers, the power not to whisper words of obedience and conciliation to her 
daughters, but instead to light the father’s house on fire and burn it to the ground.  In 
calling for a Society of Outsiders that abstains from participating in any institutions 
marked by patriarchal culture, she envisions a society that is no longer androgynous but 
clearly inscribed as anarchic, female, and, importantly, maternal.  For Woolf, it is the 
fathers who fear change and insist on allegiance to loci of power; it is the mothers who 
lean out of windows, burn papers, and start cheap colleges (TG 137).  If the mother’s 
power is ambiguous in many of her novels, in Three Guineas and The Pargiters Woolf 
re-centers her political and creative philosophy on the anarchic energies of the mother; 
she uses the figure of the mother to imagine a supra-national attitude toward the world 
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that does not acknowledge the boundaries of the patriarchal state.  Like Emma Goldman, 
Woolf refuses to endorse feminism as it stands (“‘Feminism’ we have had to destroy”) 
and instead contemplates the ways in which the “emancipation of women” promises a 
further allegiance to the destructive State (TG 137).  If the nineteenth century directed 
women’s attention toward “discover[ing] the unwritten laws… that… regulate[d] certain 
instincts, passions, mental and physical desires,” in the twentieth century Woolf invites 
women to “improve the written law by breaking it” (TG 184).  
“[S]ide by side with anarchy and newness”:62  
Virginia Woolf’s Overlooked Philosophic Anarchism  
 To color Woolf with an anarchist brush might seem wrong-headed at first; after 
all, this is the same Virginia Woolf who wondered aloud, “Am I Snob?,” and whose  
nephew and biographer, Quentin Bell, insisted had no mind for politics whatsoever.  But 
feminist readings of Woolf beginning in the 1980s and continuing to the present have 
helped to recover the radical elements in Woolf’s aesthetic and feminist philosophy.  Jane 
Marcus begins her famous essay “Thinking Back Through Our Mothers” with the line, 
“Writing, for Virginia Woolf, was a revolutionary act” (1).  She takes this sentiment 
further, and makes the nature of Woolf’s revolutionary act more specific, when she writes 
that Woolf, “a guerilla fighter in a Victorian skirt[,]… felt that writing was a conspiracy 
against the state, an act of aggression against the powerful” (1).  This is a very specific 
claim that situates Woolf’s feminist radicalism in relation to the patriarchal state, a state 
that controls the realm of politics, art, and culture.  Marcus’s work acts as an important 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62	  From “On Being Ill” (195-6).	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precursor to my chapter, in that she both plumbs the depths of Woolf’s social and 
aesthetic rebellion, and begins to trace the ways in which Woolf expresses this rebellion 
through the maternal, or mother figures.  But Marcus reads the maternal in Woolf’s 
fiction and philosophy as indicative of a protecting force, one that shields the defiant 
daughter from the wrath of the great public and private patriarch.  Marcus, too, is more 
concerned with the artistic daughter who thinks through the mother and fashions her own 
rebellious legacy from the materials of her mother’s otherwise unenviable life.  In other 
words, Woolf, in Marcus’s reading, deploys daughterly artists who, through their 
aesthetic and polemical experiments, redress the “obloquy and contempt” suffered by the 
maligned mothers who came before her (TG 83).  Mothers, then, usher in the daughters 
who will come to stand for revolutionary attitudes toward the state, but are themselves 
still associated with fairly traditional constructs of womanhood; the mother comforts, 
protects, and nurtures the daughter, who is the true figure of rebellion and release.  It is, 
after all, Mrs. Ramsay’s daughters, and not Mrs. Ramsay herself, who “could sport with 
infidel ideas which they had brewed for themselves of a life different from her own… a 
wilder life” (TTL 14).  The radical daughter or daughter-figure, to Marcus, acts as the 
deliverer of the silenced mothers who came before her. 
 Recent feminist scholarship on Woolf attempts to situate her within first wave 
feminism and uncovers the radical (and sometimes idiosyncratic) nature of Woolf’s 
feminism.  A particularly illuminating example of this approach to Woolf is Naomi 
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Black’s admirable study Virginia Woolf as a Feminist (2004).63  Black argues that 
Woolf’s feminism has been misunderstood because readers have failed to recognize the 
depths of its radicalism; she shows the ways in which Woolf’s feminism was both “a 
deeply radical sort of feminism” and “original,” yet also “firmly rooted in the women’s 
movement of her time” (7).  Black uses the term “radical” to describe a brand of 
feminism that is “drastic or thorough-going rather than [indicative of] membership in 
some self-identified group.  And Woolf’s feminism is indeed drastic, basic, 
transformational” (10).  Black avers that Woolf pulls away from the liberal state and what 
it offers women, and instead embraces a stance that insists on a far more through, 
foundational, and comprehensive examination of women in society.  Black’s sense of 
Woolf’s feminism resonates with my own; in this chapter, though, I am primarily 
interested in specifically identifying Woolf’s brand of radicalism as a type of 
philosophical anarchism, showing the ways in which her anarchism grows out of 
feminism’s shortcomings, and in illustrating the ways in which Woolf uses the figure of 
the mother as an expression of this anarchism.  Indeed, I argue that Woolf counters, 
challenges, and ultimately longs to destroy the patriarchal state with a maternal anarchy.  
 While both of these scholars participate in the critical recuperation of Woolf as a 
thoroughly radical writer, they do not connect Woolf to philosophic or aesthetic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63	  Erin G. Carlston’s Thinking Fascism: Sapphic Modernism and Fascist Modernity (1998) is 
another notable study of Woolf’s feminism.  Whereas Black examines the philosophic 
underpinnings of Woolf’s radical feminism, Carlston examines her aesthetic practices as 
themselves forms that challenge fascism’s insistence on order and uniformity.  She identifies the 
ways in which Woolf draws on traditionally feminine forms of expression, such as the epistolary, 
in order to counter the pervasive and deadly masculinity of fascist ideology. 
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anarchism.  However, in “Culture and Anarchy in Jacob’s Room” (1977), Carol Ohmann 
argues that Woolf explicitly challenges Matthew Arnold’s construction of Culture with 
her own subversive efforts to undermine and dismantle this culture, and therefore falls on 
the side of anarchy against culture.  She sees Woolf’s critique of the State in light of 
Matthew Arnold’s work Culture and Anarchy, and illustrates the ways in which Woolf, 
through the novel, critiques Arnold’s confidence in culture as a repository of our best 
selves as naive and narrowly conceived.  Woolf, she argues, shows the ways in which 
“traditional culture is put to damaging use, supporting a devotion… to an… irrelevant 
heroic ideal” (171).  Ohmann points out the ways in which the novel expresses an 
“iconoclastic attitude… toward education and politics, toward culture and the state” and 
shows the ways in which the “state careers toward Mons, the Somme, and Passchendale”; 
in this way, Woolf exposes the gruesome nature of nationalist loyalty to patriarchal 
culture (162).  Although she does not spend any time defining the specific legacy of 
anarchism Woolf draws on, content instead to understand Anarchy simply as the force 
that must oppose Arnold’s sense of Culture, Ohmann’s work is important for the ways in 
which she identifies Jacob’s Room as an early expression of an anarchist challenge to the 
authority of the State and the tradition and values it insists upon.  
 Lucio P. Ruotolo, in The Interrupted Moment: A View of Virginia Woolf’s Novels 
(1986), takes this understanding of Woolf further and claims that Woolf’s novels 
“abound with anarchist notions” (231).  Ruotolo locates Woolf’s anarchism in both her 
attitude toward the state and her attitude toward narrative, and sees this anarchy most 
clearly expressed in Woolf’s novels in what he calls “the interrupted moment,” or 
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moments in which Woolf not only upsets the whole but upsets the very idea of 
wholeness.  He argues that “her recurring impulse to break derived sequences of art and 
politics reveals a growing critique of something more fundamental than…patriarchal 
hierarchy…. Along with the most prominent of anarchist theoreticians, she comes to 
question the basis of present social structures, which is to say, those hierarchical 
assumptions that underlie most Western theories of governance” (231).  Although 
Ruotolo does not spend much time exploring the relationship between Woolf’s feminism 
and Woolf’s aesthetic anarchism, he does describe how her novels use a politics of 
disruption to unsettle the concept of authority.  Ruotolo shows the ways in which Woolf’s 
anarchist aesthetics are evident in the flux, uncertainty, and boundary-crossing in her 
novels, which draws on the anarchist philosophy of thinkers such as Pierre Proudhon and 
Peter Kropotkin (233).   
 Indeed, the most common connection made between Woolf and concepts of 
anarchy is through her aesthetic practices.   Pamela Caughey reads Woolf’s shift to a 
communal narrator as modeling anarchy in its non-hierarchal approach to narrative (93), 
and in a broader sense John Batchelor reads Woolf’s pronouncements in “Modern 
Fiction” as emblematic of her role as “a literary anarchist: ‘Any method is right, every 
method is right’” (36).  Helen Wussow, in The Nightmare of History: The Fictions of    
D. H. Lawrence and Virginia Woolf (1998), considers both authors examples of “‘true 
Anarchist[s],’” who refuse to be ruled by any type of authority, be it conventional, 
narrative, or even temporal, and who achieve freedom from authority through the power 
of the word (29).  Several contemporary scholars would consider Woolf a de facto 
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aesthetic anarchist simply because of her identity as one of the literary modernists par 
excellence; these scholars argue for a closer analysis of the overlap between modernist 
aesthetics and anarchist philosophy.64  Vassiliki Kolocotron, editor of Modernism: An 
Anthology of Sources and Documents (1998), participates in this effort to bring 
anarchism to bear on modernism, and includes in the anthology Alexander Berkman’s 
1929 essay “Anarchism” alongside such foundational modernist texts as J. G. Frazer’s 
The Golden Bough, F. T. Marinetti’s “The Futurist Manifesto,” and Ford Madox Ford’s 
“On Impressionism.” 
 While all of these works show an appreciation of Woolf’s radicalism, be it in 
terms of her feminism, aesthetics, or philosophical leanings, I would like to more 
carefully contextualize Woolf’s relationship with anarchy as a philosophy, and further 
examine the ways in which Woolf’s anarchism, like that of all of the authors included in 
this study, grew out of her sense of the limitations of feminism.  Virginia Woolf was 
thinking about, reading about, and discussing anarchism far more than previous critics 
have recognized.  Woolf was writing during a time period that was associated with revolt, 
both social and artistic, and Woolf enjoyed a direct connection to some of the defining 
moments of this iconoclastic era.  Roger Fry’s notorious Post-Impressionism Exhibition 
embodied the currents of social and aesthetic revolt in England at the time.  Jane 
Goldman, in The Feminist Aesthetics of Virginia Woolf, notes that the atmosphere in 
England surrounding the Post-Impressionism Exhibition, with its militant suffragism and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64	  David Weir, in Anarchy and Culture: The Aesthetic Politics of Modernism (1997), argues that 
Modernism itself can and should be understood as an extension of anarchist ideas and ideals.  I 
address his work more fully in my Introduction.	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labor strikes, was largely thought to be one tilting dangerously toward anarchism (118).  
The exhibition itself seemed, to its audience, to reflect this time of foment and revolt; a 
critic for The Times recognized, not with approbation, the Post-Impressionism Exhibition 
as akin to “anarchism in politics… the rejection of all that civilization had done” 
(Poplawski 310).  Roger Fry would echo this sentiment, but in a laudatory tone.  The 
Post-Impressionism Exhibition was both anarchist and democratizing, according to Fry; 
he argued that “‘the revolutionary anarchism’ of the Post-Impressionists was a blow to 
the art establishment because their work needed only ‘a certain sensibility’ to appreciate 
it, which ‘one’s maid’ might possess as readily as a connoisseur or art historian” (Light 
341).  Woolf, of course, was not only Roger Fry’s biographer but his dear friend, and one 
with whom she exchanged ideas on art, politics, and culture; even after Fry’s passing, 
Woolf notes in her diaries that she continued to have imagined conversations with him, 
so strong was his influence on her.   
 Certainly Woolf’s voluble and gifted circle of friends argued the merits of various 
aesthetic and philosophical stances, and Woolf records in her 1918 diaries that they 
stayed up late into the night, talking “about the Labour party, & politics, & anarchy, & 
government” (D 1: 186).  But perhaps more pertinent, Woolf, through the Hogarth Press, 
herself published authors who identified as social anarchists, namely Herbert Read and 
Laura Riding.  The Hogarth Press was known for its willingness to publish authors 
considered incendiary; as Leila Luedeking notes, “Through the medium of the Hogarth 
Press she and Leonard made works available to the public in subjects highly controversial 
at the time.  They published many writers whose works otherwise would have had 
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difficulty in seeing the light of day—Russians, socialists, labor organizers, women, 
experimental poets, psychoanalysts, and anti-imperialists” (qtd. in Wilson).  Although 
Woolf had complicated personal and professional relationships with both Read and 
Riding, she was instrumental in both poets’ early careers, publishing three books by Read 
and two by Riding during the 1920s.65  But Read and Riding shared more than a 
publisher; they also shared an interest in anarchism.  Both poets either identified as 
anarchists (Read’s tombstone bears the inscription “Poet, Knight, Anarchist”) and/or 
wrote studies in which they explored the possibilities (and, in the case of Read, the 
necessity) of anarchism as a philosophical and aesthetic stance.   
 Woolf was an acquaintance of Read’s for many years, mentioning him throughout 
her published diaries (as early as 1923).  However, Woolf seems to have been most 
personally involved with Read in the years during which she was working on Three 
Guineas and The Years/The Pargiters.  Both Read and Woolf at this time were working 
on texts either explicitly or implicitly anarchist in nature: Read published Poetry and 
Anarchism in 1938, the same year Woolf published Three Guineas, and Read would 
continue to publish works extolling the virtues and exploring the possibilities of 
anarchism until his death.66  Read, who had witnessed the horrors of World War I first-
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Herbert Read’s Mutations of the Phoenix (1923), In Retreat (1925), and Phases of English 
Poetry (1928); Laura Riding’s The Close Chaplet (1926) and Voltaire: A Biographical Fantasy 
(1927), the latter of which was published one year before her work Anarchism is Not Enough 
(1928). 
66 These include “The Philosophy of Anarchism” (1940), The Paradox of Anarchism (1941), 
Anarchy and Order: Essays in Politics (1945), and Existentialism, Marxism, and Anarchism 
(1949), among (many) others.	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hand, turned to anarchy as an expression of his fierce and abiding pacifism.  Indeed, Read 
argued that anarchism was the only way to achieve peace, thereby stripping anarchy of its 
associations with violence and disorder.  In this way, he shares an anarchist vision akin to 
that of his correspondent Emma Goldman, who viewed anarchy as an expression of 
humankind’s natural and best impulses and as the way to restore a sense of human 
fellowship.  Read writes in 1938 in Poetry and Anarchism: 
  [A]narchism naturally implies pacifism…. There is no problem to which,  
  during the last twenty years, I have given more thought than this problem  
  of war and peace; it has been an obsession with my generation.  There is  
  no problem which leads so inevitably to anarchism.  Peace is anarchy.   
  Government is force; force is repression, and repression leads to reaction,  
  or to a psychosis of power which in its turn involves the individual in  
  destruction and the nations in war.  War will exist as long as the State  
  exists.  Only a non-governmental society can offer those economic,  
  ethical, and psychological conditions under which the emergence of a  
  peaceful mentality is possible.  (87, 119-120)   
 
Read endows anarchism with the same possibilities that Woolf envisions in her society of 
Outsiders.  Both develop a stance that involves a direct challenge to the authority of the 
State, with pacifism as its center and as its result.  Both evince a distrust of the State in 
any form, and instead support a cooperative vision of society rather than the repressive 
system of the State.  Further, both Read’s anarchism and Woolf’s anarchism look to 
anarchy as a way to challenge a State that will, by its very existence, lead to oppression 
and war.  The construction of a State produces a relationship of dominance between ruler 
and ruled; Read, like Woolf will in her adoption of a politics of outsidership, argues in 
“The Philosophy of Anarchism” that “What is ‘without ruler,’ the literal meaning of the 
word, is not necessarily ‘without order’” (2). 
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 Read and Woolf demanded more than the reform touted by groups like the 
Fabians and instead called for total insurrection.  Read writes, “there is all the difference 
in the world between a movement that aims at an exchange of political institutions, which 
is the bourgeois socialist (Fabian) notion of a revolution, and a movement that aims at 
getting rid of these political institutions altogether.  An insurrection, therefore, is directed 
against the State as such” (“The Philosophy” 6-7).  This, I argue, helps us understand 
Woolf’s otherwise bedeviling statement in the Three Guineas that the word “feminist” is 
“an old world, a vicious and corrupt word that has done much harm in its day and is now 
obsolete” (101).  Feminism, to Woolf, is an example of a reformist movement that does 
not go far enough.  Although in 1915 Woolf was comfortable embracing Fabianism, 
announcing confidently in her diaries that “I have now declared myself a Fabian,” by the 
late 1930s Woolf identified not as a Fabian or as a feminist but as, more than anything 
else, an outsider (D 1: 26).68  Woolf, in calling not for change but for the destruction of 
the old and for “freedom from unreal loyalties” to the State, advocates a position best 
understood as an example of philosophic anarchism akin to Read’s own (TG 80).   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68	  “I need never recur or repeat.  I am an outsider.  I can take my way: experiment with my own 
imagination in my own way.  The pack may howl, but it shall never catch me.  And even if the 
pack… pays me no attention or sneers, still I’m free.  This is the actual result of that spiritual 
conversion… in the autumn of 1933” (Diary 5: 141).  1933 is the year in which she first 
conceived of the idea for what would become Three Guineas and The Years.  Woolf also enacts 
her own politics of refusal (or what she called in 1937 her “new kind of indifference” [56]) when 
she refused an Honorary Doctorate in 1939 and, with a great sense of pleasure, E. M. Forster’s 
offer to nominate to her for the London Library Committee in 1940 (Diary 5: 206, 337).  Both of 
these refusals come during wartime; in her diary, immediately after recording her refusal of 
Forster’s suggestion, she notes the “bad bombings” of the night before.	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 Woolf, despite her lukewarm feelings toward Read, found that his thorough and 
total challenge to the State resonated with her own.  In a 1940 diary entry about Read’s 
autobiography, she reflects, “We have to discover the natural law & live by it.  We are 
anarchists: we take the leap (glory that is) from what we know to the instinctive” (D 5: 
340).  For Woolf and Read, anarchism both eradicates the power and dictates of the State 
and subsequently clears the ground for a more natural relation between individuals.  And, 
crucially for my study, Read, Woolf, and Riding all invoke the image of the mother in 
order to express their anarchist ideals; in the case of Read, he imagines the mother and 
child as modeling the ideal cooperative anarchist society.  Read, in one of his works 
proposing an anarchist approach to education, writes that, “We begin our life in unity—
the physical unity of the mother and child, to which corresponds the emotional unity of 
love.  We should build on that original unity, extending it first to the family, …and then 
to the school, and so by stages to the farm, the workshop, the village and the whole 
community.  But the basis of unity at each successive stage, as at the first stage, is 
creativity” (“Education” 215).  Although Woolf will use the image of an anarchist mother 
differently, both Woolf and Read share visions that unite the maternal, pacifism, and 
philosophic anarchy. 
 For all of their similarities, Woolf and Read depart on one important point, that 
being the specific possibilities of anarchy for women (an oversight that might be gleaned 
from the title of Read’s work that I cite above: The Education of Free Men).  Woolf’s 
anarchism explicitly invokes what Read’s generally does not: whereas Read’s anarchism 
is inspired by the horrors of war he suffered as a soldier, Woolf’s anarchism is inspired 
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by the horrors of patriarchy she suffered as a woman.  Woolf reveals the desire to surpass 
Read in his anarchist thinking in her 1940 diaries.  She expresses her thoughts on Read’s 
autobiography in her diary, the same entry in which she declared “We are anarchists,” as 
follows: “I was finishing Herbert Read’s autobiography this morning at breakfast.  Little 
boys making sand castles.  This refers to H. Read; Tom Eliot, Santayana, Wells…  I think 
I can follow Read’s building; so far as one can follow what one cannot build.  But I am 
the sea which demolishes these castles” (D 5: 340). Like Goldman (see chapter 1), Woolf 
faults male artists and thinkers for not going far enough, and specifically for not 
acknowledging the ways in which what they build excludes and ignores women.  But at 
this point in her thinking, Woolf is no longer interested in gaining access to these edifices 
and institutions; she is interested in washing them away.  Read’s anarchism envisions a 
future world in which a challenge to the State will result in a new order devoted to peace 
above all; Woolf’s anarchism, grounded as it is in a concurrent feminist vision, demands 
a world that will also produce new possibilities for women. 
  Laura Riding, another poet whose work was published by the Hogarth Press, 
provides an important version of feminist-inflected anarchism in her 1928 manifesto 
Anarchism is Not Enough.69  Like Woolf, Riding was both an essayist and creative writer; 
like Woolf, Riding (with Robert Graves) founded and ran a press of her own.  And, like 
Woolf, Riding formulated a vision of anarchy rooted not only in the female but in the 
maternal.  In Anarchism is Not Enough, Riding both postulates an aesthetic theory of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69	  Riding discusses Woolf’s To The Lighthouse in Anarchism is Not Enough, and cites it as an 
embodiment of “the individual-real,” one of the categories of her somewhat esoteric 
categorization of fiction (46).  	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anarchism that challenges existing narrative and political structures, and she models this 
theory of anarchism through the various fictional experiments contained within the work.  
Here we see another similarity to Woolf, in the ways in which Riding challenges generic 
categories through her writing.  Just as Woolf would challenge narrative authority and 
generic categorization in works such as Three Guineas, The Waves, and Between the 
Acts, so too would Riding challenge the boundaries of genre in Anarchism is Not Enough, 
which is a manifesto, a collection of critical essays, a work of fiction, a work of 
philosophy, and a meditation on poetry; in it, she mimics and enacts epistemological 
uncertainty and stylistic anarchy and flux. 
 Riding’s extended essay called “The Damned Thing” meditates on sex, gender, 
and structures and expressions of power.  She offers a vision of anarchy that depends on 
the power of the maternal and fashions the mother as a powerful, essentially 
unconventional figure.70  Her construction of an anarchic mother is complicated, and 
demands some space here: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70	  Riding uses the chapter to challenge the constructs of what she calls “sex tradition” and 
imagines that “a man and a woman both undeformed by sex tradition” would enjoy new 
possibilities of intimacy and expression (188).  In these ways she echoes many of Emma 
Goldman’s sentiments; what Goldman calls “morality” Riding calls “sex tradition.”  Both 
criticize the institution of marriage as one that limits personal expression and demands obedience 
to the State, and both agree that marriage and love are two separate things, love being separate 
from the State and marriage being yoked to it.  Like Goldman, Riding makes plain the strategies 
the State uses to control women through marriage and through their reproductive choices: “Sex… 
as a social symptom… assumes large metaphysical proportions; it becomes a crux between matter 
and mind.  It demands legal control, giving society an excuse for power; economic control (as a 
medium of exchange), giving society an excuse for motion; ceremonial control, giving society an 
excuse for language, manners, communication.  That is, it gives society an excuse for society” 
(204). 
	  	  
231	  
  Woman wears clothes, man wears a social uniform.  Woman is individual  
  power (brain); man is mass-power (brawn)….  
   The antithesis between intellectual and intuitional faculties is really 
  an antithesis between conventionality and unconventionality….  What is  
  meant is that philosophy springs from the conventional male mind; but  
  that human beings spring from the unconventional female body; and that  
  the female mind is therefore also unconventional. 
   The male mind is conventional because the male body is a mere  
  convention.  The female body is unconventional because it is   
  individualistic: man gets somewhat socially and vaguely just children,  
  woman gets personally and precisely a child.  The female mind is   
  therefore unconventional because it is individualistic, that is, because  
  woman is physically an individual to a degree which man is not.  He has a  
  formal, vacant simplicity, she has an informal, experimental   
  complexity….  Even at his boldest man cannot get beyond a   
  conventional anarchism.  He cannot see that he is on a stage and therefore  
  he cannot see that it is possible to get off.  (207-8) 
 
A woman’s access to anarchy and unconventionality, to Riding, is located in her 
maternity.  Riding upends the dualisms that typically ascribe obedience and bodily 
inferiority to women, and instead constructs a vision for women that invests maternity 
with the power to model freedom on her own unconventional mind and body.  Compare 
this to the ways in which Woolf wrestles with the theme of tradition in works such as “A 
Society,” A Room of One’s Own, and Three Guineas, and ultimately, comes to find 
tradition to be not wholly desirable.  Rather, to Woolf and Riding, women’s existence 
outside of tradition and culture grants her access to a greater degree of unconventionality 
and individualism, and allows women the power to throw off conventions because they 
are less invested in them.  Importantly for the purposes of my study of Woolf’s 
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anarchism, Riding provides a model that unites the unconventional and the maternal, 
revolution and motherhood.71 
 I would suggest a final appeal of anarchy to Woolf, and that is in its power to 
counter her father and his association with Victorian values and culture.  Neil Heims 
notes that Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, “counted Henry James, George Meredith, [and] 
Matthew Arnold… among his friends, colleagues, and acquaintances” (72-3).  Three 
Guineas is certainly a work that takes as its mission the dismantling of Victorian values 
and the paternalism encoded within them; these values are ones Arnold defines and 
defends in his work Culture and Anarchy (1869).  In this work, Arnold defends culture 
against anarchy; to do so, he endorses the State as a source of wisdom and unity, as the 
mechanism that causes us to act not in ordinary self-interest but in the interest of our best 
selves, the content of which is modeled by the State itself.  This conflict between the base 
desires of our ordinary selves and the higher desires of our best selves correlates to the 
conflict between the individual and the State:  
  By our everyday selves, however, we are separate, personal, at war; we are 
  only safe from one another’s tyranny when no one has any power, and this 
  safety, in its turn, cannot save us from anarchy….  But by our best self we  
  are united, impersonal, at harmony.  We are in no peril from giving  
  authority to this, because it is the truest friend we all of us can have….  
  [T]his is the very self which culture, or the study of perfection, seeks to  
  develop in us; at the expense of our old untransformed self, taking   
  pleasure only in doing what it likes or is used to….  We want an authority, 
  and… culture suggests the idea of the State.  We find no basis for a firm  
  State-power in our ordinary selves; culture suggests one to us in our best  
  self.  (71, emphasis in original) 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71	  Jane Marcus, in her 1981 article “Laura Riding Roughshod,” notes a similarity between an 
unnamed manifesto written by Riding and Woolf’s Three Guineas, but does not elaborate further.	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This argument’s shortcomings become apparent as soon as we begin to think of those 
pushed outside of the bounds of the State, or those whose service to the State would not 
represent realizing their “best selves.”  Indeed, Virginia Woolf, in Three Guineas, shows 
the ways in which women must throw off an allegiance to the State in order to reach their 
best selves.  The State, to Arnold, protects culture; Woolf, in her works of feminist 
criticism, shows all of the ways in which male-authored culture narrowly and violently 
prescribes the roles women can adopt.  To Matthew Arnold, culture represents and 
perpetuates our best selves, and he credits the State with the safeguarding and 
propagating of our best collective natures and interests (the “sweetness and light” of 
culture); we might think of the Beadle in A Room of One’s Own as representing Arnold’s 
perspective, and the Victorian codes and culture he strives to protect and perpetuate.  If 
anarchy is the opposite of Culture, and patriarchal culture and all of its institutions have 
colluded to limit women’s freedom, then anarchy is the appropriate response to 
patriarchal culture for women.  To Woolf, as a modernist and feminist, anarchy is the 
opposite of both patriarchy and hierarchy.  And, more specifically, she deploys a 
maternal anarchy to counter and overwhelm patriarchal culture.  The Beadle of A Room 
of One’s Own stands guard, protecting culture from women like Woolf; Woolf, in 
response, will become the sea that overwhelms all borders, boundaries, and limitations, 
knocking down the edifices of culture in a liberating anarchic wave. 
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 “[H]er mother’s wild song”:72  
The Anarchic Mother in Woolf’s Feminist Philosophy  
 Like all of the other authors in this dissertation, Woolf fits uneasily into certain 
political and philosophical affiliations because her challenge to the State—as a woman 
and as pacifist—is so thoroughgoing and basic.  Woolf’s political beliefs marked her as 
unique in many ways among her circle of friends and writers.  As Marcus explains, “Her 
socialist friends were male and, like E. M. Forster, openly anti-feminist; her one pacifist 
compatriot Aldous Huxley was anti-feminist; her feminist friend Ethel Smyth was as pro-
British a patriot as much of her fellow suffragettes had been in World War I… [and] 
Queenie Leavis angrily denounced Woolf’s feminism as dangerous and silly” (“Art” 87).  
Woolf herself notes in her diaries from 1937 that her pacifism was viewed as naïve and 
morally unacceptable to many men in her social circle.  In her diaries, Woolf describes 
several occasions during which Kingsley Martin, Stephen Spender, and Julian Bell 
gathered with the Woolfs and asked, “What is our duty? What is the responsible man… 
to do?” (D 5: 79).  The men conclude, “Cant [sic] be a pacifist; the irresponsible can,” but 
Woolf, as a woman, notes that she “sat there splitting off my own position from theirs, … 
convincing myself of my own integrity and justice” (D 5: 79).  By decoupling Woolf 
from her traditional affiliations and instead considering her under the aegis of anarchy, 
we can see the ways in which Woolf emerges not as an uneasy or incomplete feminist but 
instead as participant in a tradition of philosophical anarchism within modernism.  This 
new framework allows us to appreciate the radicalism of her challenge to the State and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72	  Quote from Jacob’s Room (67).	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examine the ways in which philosophic anarchism draws together Woolf’s concerns 
about women, war, and fascism.  
 Woolf’s philosophic anarchism grew out of her experiences as a woman and out 
of her perception of first-wave feminism’s shortcomings.  While first-wave feminism 
opened the public realm to women and crucially won them the vote, Woolf’s works 
illustrate the ways in which women entered the public realm without changing its 
foundations.  Catharine MacKinnon, in her important work Toward a Feminist Theory of 
the State, argues that feminism has yet to adequately develop a response to the 
demonstrably and totally male-authored State, yet Virginia Woolf’s feminist works 
attempt to chart a path toward such a response.  Both Three Guineas and A Room of 
One’s Own revive feminist issues at a time when feminism itself was largely understood 
to be a dormant or perhaps irrelevant social force.73  But by writing her explicitly feminist 
texts at this time, Woolf exposes the failures of feminism to rethink and reshape the 
public realm, and indeed in Three Guineas Woolf demonstrates, far in advance of 
MacKinnon, the ways in which the State must be understood as male in order to 
acknowledge all of the ways in which the State naturalizes experiences and perspectives 
that are patriarchal.  As Jane Marcus notes in “Art and Anger,” Woolf argues that “men 
and only men have produced these systems of oppression” (80).  Therefore, Woolf argues 
that women, rather than simply entering the public realm, instead must practice a politics 
of utter indifference to the State as part of their efforts to destroy the existing structures of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73	  See Herbert Marder’s Feminism & Art: A Study of Virginia Woolf (1968), page 29, and Laura 
Marcus’s “Woolf’s feminism and feminism’s Woolf” in The Cambridge Companion to Virginia 
Woolf (2000), page 160.	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State control.  In A Room, we see Woolf struggling with the idea of crossing into a realm 
that has worked so hard to keep women out of it, and therefore her attitudes toward 
matters of tradition sometimes emerge as muddled and contradictory.  If A Room is about 
the challenges of assimilating into the male, public sphere, Three Guineas is about 
cultivating the power of abstention, and concurrently expressing disgust at the public 
realm.  
 I argue that Woolf’s eventual call for a society of outsiders should be understood 
as a call to embrace the possibilities of a feminism grounded not in reformist principles 
but on anarchist ones.  John Merriman, in his Yale lectures on radical movements, 
delineates the differences between socialism and anarchism, and reformist movements 
and revolutionary movements.  Merriman argues that revolutionary socialism is built on 
the idea of a proletariat uprising that will then bring about a new order; that reformist 
socialism achieves revolution through reform and legislation, largely through efforts 
focused on matters of social justice; and that anarcho-syndicalist movements focus on 
“revolution from the shop floor” and invoke the power of strikes and direct action.  
Philosophic anarchism, on the other hand, is broader in its scope in that it expresses a 
philosophy without necessarily limiting itself to one approach to upsetting the State (this 
might explain why it was such an attractive option to artists and writers, and why 
anarchism too turned to literature as a way to make its case).  Instead, as Merriman 
observes, philosophic anarchism is based on a hatred of the State and all of its 
embodiments (soldiers, priests, and, in Woolf’s case, dons and masters), a call to refuse 
the authority of the State over the individual, and a concurrent call to enter into 
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cooperative, voluntary associations freely and without compulsion.  This is indeed closest 
to what Woolf expresses in Three Guineas, and, I argue, an attitude and an approach she 
sees as necessary in order to counter the pervasive reach of the patriarchal order.  
Because Woolf’s sense of anarchy is rooted in her somewhat idiosyncratic feminism, she 
focuses specifically on women’s relationship to the male State, and invokes not the figure 
of the New Woman who has joined the State but the mother who remains outside of the 
State as the one through which she explores the possibilities of anarchist outsidership.  
Indeed, Woolf demonstrates that both the patriarchal and fascist State depend on 
compliant motherhood; if one is to challenge the State and defeat the forces of fascism, 
one must create a new version of motherhood that does not support the State but instead 
calls for its destruction.  Historically, a woman’s value to the State has been measured in 
terms of her motherhood; Woolf, then, reclaims this figure for her anarcha-feminist 
challenge to the State itself.  In A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas Woolf 
develops and deploys an anarchic, anti-fascist mother as the force necessary to upset the 
patriarchal State and demolish its cultural outposts. 
 Woolf, in her works of feminist philosophy, frequently envisions women’s modes 
of resistance through sexual or reproductive metaphors: in the short story “A Society,” 
she considers the virtues of chastity as resistance; in A Room of One’s Own, she explores 
the possibility of androgyny as a new mode of creative possibility; and in Three Guineas 
she adopts the union of destruction and creation in the body of the match-wielding, book-
burning, tradition-killing mother.  A Room is a less radical work Three Guineas; indeed, 
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Woolf’s later works tend to be more radical than her earlier ones,74 yet in both works 
Woolf examines and experiments with the role of mothers in society.  Although in A 
Room Woolf frequently uses the trope of motherhood or birth as a way to signal women’s 
new creative possibilities, much of A Room also illustrates the ways in which maternity 
and artistic creativity are in some ways two mutually exclusive labors.   
 The maternal tropes throughout A Room suggest that Woolf longs to incorporate 
the mother into her creative vision, but she ultimately struggles to envision maternity and 
artistic creation as conversant.  Motherhood or the threat of it is one of the forces that 
kills Judith Shakespeare, and it is also the main factor that keeps women from even 
hearing the call of the woman speaker/artist, as embodied by Woolf as lecturer: 
Shakespeare’s sister “lives in you and me, and in many other women who are not here 
tonight, for they are washing up the dishes and putting the children to bed.  But she lives” 
(117).  Further, Woolf repeatedly notes that the few recoverable female poetic voices that 
she discusses in her study are all non-mothers: of Lady Winchilsea, she writes that “she 
was childless; she wrote poetry”; she notes of the few surviving seventeenth century 
female authors that “both were noble and both childless”; of the “four famous names” 
from the nineteenth century, the only characteristic they share is that “not one of them 
had a child” (66).  Within the pages of A Room Woolf laments women’s lack of access to 
culture, and “blames” mothers for this: while fathers were funding colleges, mothers were 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  74	  Woolf expresses regret in a letter that she did not speak out more bluntly against World War I; 
she notes that “If I were reviewing books [about WWI] now, I would say that this was a stupid 
and violent and hateful and idiotic and trifling and ignoble and mean display.  I would say I am 
bored to death by war books.  I detest the masculine point of view.  I am bored by his heroism, 
virtue, and honour.  I think the best these men can do is not to talk about themselves anymore…. 
Of course, none of this would be printed” (qtd. in Wussow 157).	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having children.  Motherhood and artistic creation emerge as fundamentally incompatible 
in A Room of One’s Own; it seems, indeed, that the one woman for whom a room and 
money of one’s own would be impossible to achieve would be the mother. 
 Yet in seeming opposition to its suggestion of the incompatibility of motherhood 
and art, A Room abounds with images of conception and birth, and these images allow us 
to recover the radical implications of some of Woolf’s seemingly patriarchal mothers.  
Books, in A Room, are not written but are instead conceived and born: “probably no book 
is born entire and uncrippled as it was conceived”; “masterpieces are not single and 
solitary births; they are the outcome of many years of thinking of common, of thinking by 
the body of the people”; ideas need to be “fertilised” by both sexes or else they will 
become “horrid little abortion[s]” (52, 65, 103).  The creative works that Woolf envisions 
in A Room are both possible because of contact with the maternal, and shape themselves 
around the ideal of the maternal; further, is it the mother’s very lack of tradition that 
makes the newness Woolf envisions possible.  As in Riding’s Anarchism is Not Enough, 
women, for Woolf, embody the unconventional, the untapped, the future-possible: “I 
often like women.  I like their unconventionality” (111). 
 Although Woolf admires women’s unconventionality, she also outlines the ways 
in which women require a sense of their own tradition in order to develop as thinkers and 
artists.  Woolf clearly struggles with the ways in which mothers failed to give their 
daughters a tradition in the professions to draw from, which is part of Woolf’s larger 
struggle with the very concept of tradition in A Room.  Indeed, Woolf sometimes seems 
to endorse contradictory stances toward it: on the one hand, female writers require a 
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tradition, because it shows them what is possible, gives them a story to continue, and 
because those who have gone before make entry into the wide world of culture possible.  
But, for as much as crossing boundaries and trespassing is a central idea in A Room, 
Woolf also begins to wonder if “it is worse perhaps to be locked in” than to be locked out 
(24).  Woolf’s statement that “we think back through our mothers if we are women” 
appears within a paragraph that is mostly concerned with women’s relationship to 
tradition (76).  Woolf begins the paragraph by showing the ways in which the lack of 
tradition is one of the great difficulties women writers have faced: next to incessant 
criticism from men, “the other difficulty that faced them… when they came to set their 
thoughts on paper—that is that they had no tradition behind them, or one so short and 
partial that it was of little help.  For we think back through our mothers if we are women” 
(76).  At first glance, this appears to be another case of Woolf’s narrator gently blaming 
mothers for raising children rather than raising capital, for birthing children rather than 
birthing books.   
 But note where Woolf goes next in her mediation, after bemoaning a lack of 
tradition: she begins to think about the female sentence and new possibilities for 
women’s writing.  Not only do women need a new sentence, women need a new narrative 
structure, one that is not a pinnacle or a line but instead a “dome”: “such a lack of 
tradition, such a scarcity and inadequacy of tools, must have told enormously upon the 
writing of women.  Moreover, a book is not made of sentences laid end to end, but of 
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sentences built, if an image helps, into arcades or domes” (77).75  The lack of tradition 
that Woolf initially appears to bemoan here is not entirely negative.  Instead, this lack of 
tradition offers another creative possibility: it makes the female form, and female 
sentence, possible.  Tradition becomes no longer a wellspring but a burden; instead of 
seeing the lack of a female tradition as a hindrance, Woolf’s creative women must instead 
embrace the possibilities that are only possible because of this void.  By the end of A 
Room, Woolf’s narrator no longer desires entry into the institutions of higher education 
blocked by the Beadle; instead, she regards Cambridge as merely a place that is “adept at 
putting people into classes and fixing caps on their heads and letters after their names” 
(105).  She instead calls for an anti-hierarchical, anti-institutional philosophy that 
surpasses “the private-school stage of human existence where there are ‘sides’ and it is 
necessary for one side to beat another side” (106).  The mother’s lack of access to public 
culture does not necessarily make her a liability; indeed, since the mother has not shaped 
existing culture, she can more readily free daughters from the weight of tradition and 
culture. 
 The shape that this new narrative and creative form takes is itself maternal, both 
in the dome allusion that simultaneously recalls the structure of the vast library in chapter 
176 and the body of creative and procreative Mrs. Ramsay, but also in the form of the 
female book that must “be adapted to the body” (78).  The body to which the book must 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75	  This image of a dome is one Woolf repeatedly associates with one character in her fiction: Mrs. 
Ramsay, a mother whose procreative capacities are unmatched in Woolf’s novels.	  
76	  “But, I continued, leaning back in my chair and looking at the vast dome in which I was a 
single… thought” (ROO 29).	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be adapted is one colored by its maternity: the books must “be shorter, more 
concentrated, than those of men, and framed so that they do not need long hours of steady 
and uninterrupted work.  For interruptions there will always be” (78).  The interrupted 
figure, both in A Room and in works such as To The Lighthouse, is usually either the 
artist (Jane Austen writing in the sitting room, interrupted by visitors) or the mother (Mrs. 
Ramsay, for instance, who faced interruptions so incessant that she is not even left with 
enough of herself “to know herself by” [TTL 38]).   
 The maternal becomes both a site of creativity and a site of resistance in one of 
Woolf’s most shocking uses of the trope of birth.  In a move that anticipates the very 
basis of Three Guineas, Woolf links the arid sterility of the male tradition in letters to 
fascism, seeing in both examples of “unmitigated masculinity”: “whatever the value of 
unmitigated masculinity upon the state, one may question the effect of it upon the art of 
poetry” (ROO 102-3).  Fascism, she argues, is incapable of producing great art because it 
is wholly male: “it is doubtful whether poetry can come out of an incubator.  Poetry 
ought to have a mother as well as a father.  The Fascist poem, one may fear, will be a 
horrid little abortion such as one sees in a glass jar in the museum” (103).  Woolf 
imagines wholly male energies as creating both a monstrous state and monstrous poetry, 
and calls upon the maternal to act as not merely a tempering force in this creation but as 
the force that can make both fascism and debased art impossible.  Maternity, here, resists 
the fascist state and the patriarchal poem and makes possible the expression of a new 
order.   If a poem is to have a mother and a father, the maternal represents both a new 
energy and what Woolf calls “a new order”: “he would open the door of the… nursery, I 
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thought, and find her among her children, perhaps, or with a piece of embroidery on her 
knee—at any rate, the centre of some different order and system of life…. For women 
have sat indoors all these millions of years, so that by this time the very walls are 
permeated by their creative force….  But this creative power differs greatly from the 
creative power of men.  And one must conclude that it would be a thousand pities if it 
were hindered or wasted” (86-7; emphasis mine).  Newness, creative power, and a 
different mode of creative expression find body and expression in the figure of the 
mother, who here becomes not only someone to think through but also someone who will 
herself create, and unleash a creative force that represents a “new order… the centre of 
some different order.”  
 The maternal as representing both the figure to initiate a new order and as 
anarchic force is one Woolf similarly explores in her 1926 essay “On Being Ill.”  In that 
essay, as she contemplates the possibility of an aesthetics built around the body, she 
draws a portrait of women as dispensers of sympathy and creators of new worlds.  Here, 
Woolf explicitly uses the word “anarchy,” and does so in relation to a potent image of an 
alternative maternal world:   
 
  Sympathy nowadays is dispensed chiefly by the laggards and failures,  
  women for the most part (in whom the obsolete exists so strangely side by  
  side with anarchy and newness), who, having dropped out of the race,  
  have time to spend on fantastic and unprofitable excursions; C. L. for  
  example who, sitting by the stale sickroom fire, builds up with touches at  
  once sober and imaginative the nursery fender, the loaf, the lamp, barrel  
  organs in the West, and all the simple old wives’ tales of pinafores and  
  escapades;… the frivolous K. T. who, dressed in silks and feathers,  
  painted and powdered (which takes time too) as if for a banquet of Kings  
  and Queens, spends her whole brightness in the gloom of the sick room,  
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  and makes the medicine bottles ring and the flames shoot up with her  
  gossip and mimicry. 
   But such follies have had their day; civilization points to a   
  different goal…. (195-6, emphasis mine) 
 
Here, Woolf equates anarchy and newness, and credits the maternal figure as one who 
embodies and embraces these disruptive and liberating energies.  The women in this 
segment of “On Being Ill” have dropped out, but are not the “laggards and failures” they 
appear to be; instead, they are figures who create new imaginative worlds all around them 
that set them apart from, and at odds with, male civilization.  In refusing to participate in 
the civilization as it is, they enact Woolf’s politics of abstention while concurrently 
unleashing the energies of a creative female space and a new order based on the 
possibilities of this space.  This anticipates the moment in A Room of One’s Own when 
Woolf sees the nursery as the site of a new order, and directly links the maternal, the 
anarchic, and a new creative order. 
 The maternal emerges as an ambiguous force in A Room, but one that is 
ultimately necessary both to the creation of a new form of art and to resistance to 
patriarchal structures of power.  But in order to tap this power, women must refuse to be 
reproducers of culture and must also have fewer children.  Woolf begins to tackle the 
material aspects of mothers’ lives that limit their creative capacities, one of which is 
unchecked, rampant procreation (recall Emma Goldman’s “hapless breeders”): “Without 
our doing, those seas would be unsailed and those fertile lands a desert.  We have borne 
and bred and washed and taught… the one thousand six hundred and twenty three million 
human beings who are… at present in existence” (112).  Yet in order to become more 
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than a reproducer of culture, to instead be a creative force in it, women must become 
more than breeders: “You must, of course, go on bearing children, but… in twos and 
three, not tens and twenties” (113).  Like Goldman, Woolf calls for a new motherhood, 
and a free motherhood, one that embraces procreation as a creative act but also allows for 
maternal individualism, one that resists male structures and creates a new form that gives 
voice to the silent mothers of the past and encompasses the multiform nature of her body. 
 In A Room, Woolf has not solved the material problems of motherhood, a task she 
will save for Three Guineas, but shows a desire to link motherhood to creativity and 
newness; to reclaim the maternal as a central concern of her feminist and creative 
philosophy; and to tie the maternal to both the shape and structure of the female sentence, 
the female novel, and to the resistance embodied therein.  Woolf also lays the 
groundwork for Three Guineas in other ways in A Room: her critique of institutions such 
as Cambridge as ones that do not foster creativity but instead contain and fossilize is 
evident throughout A Room, as is the kernel of what will become the “poor college” in 
Three Guineas.  In the first chapter of A Room, as Woolf ponders the divide between 
raising capital for colleges and raising children, she observes the ways in which mothers 
toiled in obscurity and poverty, and that “Not a penny could be spared for ‘amenities’; for 
partridges and wine, beadles and turf, books and cigars, libraries and leisure.  To raise 
bare walls out of the bare earth was the utmost they could do…. [O]ur mothers found it 
difficult to scrape together thirty thousand pounds, our mothers who bore thirteen 
children to ministers of religion at St. Andrews” (23-4).  While Woolf grieves, and, in a 
way, begrudges, the lack of luxury enjoyed by the women’s colleges in A Room, and 
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longs for the salutary effects good wine and good beef have on the body and the 
imagination, in Three Guineas Woolf will embrace the ethics of maternal poverty and 
obscurity and amplify them until they become the basis for both the Society of Outsiders 
and the “poor college,” the key sites of anti-patriarchal resistance.  
 It is in Three Guineas where Woolf most directly examines women’s relationship 
to the State, and it is in this work where her cultural anarchism emerges most clearly.  In 
Three Guineas Woolf moves beyond the concerns of the female artist toward a 
foundational feminist critique of the state in all of its cultural and institutionalized 
manifestations and permutations.  I will briefly untangle Woolf’s specific brand of 
philosophical anarchy, and show the ways in which it is consonant with some of the 
theories of anarchy of the time, and then focus on the ways in which she specifically 
positions motherhood in this anarcha-feminist philosophy.  Ultimately, Woolf fashions a 
figure of anarchist motherhood that is necessary to oppose and destroy the pervasive 
effects of the patriarchal state.   
 In Three Guineas, Woolf poses and then answers a particularly bedeviling 
problem: how can “the daughters of educated men,” whom she considers “the weakest of 
all classes in the State,” oppose the state that oppresses them (13)?  Unlike women of the 
labor force, they have no labor to withdraw from the state; therefore, they must find other 
inroads of resistance, and their resistance must be thorough and radical.  Woolf focuses 
on the daughters of educated men because of their comparably weak position in the State, 
but also because this class of women emerges as particularly susceptible to patriarchal 
efforts.  These daughters of educated men run the risk of being doubly indoctrinated into 
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patriarchal culture, by conformist efforts exerted upon them in the private house and in 
the public institutions to which they have recently gained entry.  Woolf’s challenge to 
these daughters both highlights the anarchic thrust of her philosophy and stands as deeply 
relevant to our current crisis in feminism: women must not enter institutions and 
professions as they are, but they must ask themselves on what terms they will enter these 
institutions.  They cannot support the State and its institutions as they exist and have 
existed, since they are deeply patriarchal and lead to war, class conflict, and sexual 
discrimination.  Instead, women must vow to explode these institutions and re-build them 
along lines devoted to liberty, equality, poverty, individualism, and social justice.  
Indeed, they must build them along lines that Woolf indentifies as maternal.   
 Let us first highlight the specifically anarchist inflections of this philosophy 
before we recover motherhood’s role in it.  This is a work which moves beyond reform to 
a total, fundamental reimagining of the possibilities of public and private life; in other 
words, Woolf moves beyond something like reformist socialism, which largely works 
through parliamentary channels, toward an anarchist vision akin to Herbert Read’s, or 
Emma Goldman’s: one that is designed to totally dismantle and abolish the existing 
structures of the state in order to envision a life of new public and private possibilities.  
There are limits to her anarchy, but these limits mostly exist because Woolf is not 
interested in creating a Utopia; she is interested in the real possibility of total change. 
Therefore, she seems to anticipate the radical critique of her position when she writes, 
early in Three Guineas, “And if, checking imagination with prosaic good sense, you 
object that to depend upon a profession is only another form of slavery, you will admit 
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from your own experience that to depend upon a profession is a less odious form of 
slavery than to depend upon a father” (16).  But Woolf’s insistence on practical solutions 
does not diminish the overall philosophical anarchism of this work, and we should not 
overlook the call not for change but for insurrection. Three Guineas is, after all, the work 
for which Woolf “had collected enough powder to blow up St. Paul’s” (D 4: 77).  
 Indeed, what Woolf calls for is no less than a war between daughters and fathers, 
what she dubs the “fight between the victim of the patriarchal system and the patriarch, 
the daughters against the fathers” (64).77 This war is necessary for daughters on the cusp 
of public life because “Society it seems was a father,” with his “threefold power; he has 
nature to protect him; law to protect him; and property to protect him” (135).  Since the 
father’s power extends into so many arenas, the daughter’s challenge must be all-
encompassing, and must represent a seismic shift away from the State as it is to society as 
it could be.  If one replaces the word “Society” with the word “State” in the following 
example, we can hear all of the ways in which Woolf’s call for cultural anarchy overlaps 
with, say, Emma Goldman’s78 call for the same:  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77	  Jane Marcus, in “Art and Anger,” notes that there is “one issue, and one issue alone, [on which] 
Woolf was not a pacifist—the forging of female professional identity” (82).  	  
78	  Although I can find no evidence that Virginia Woolf was familiar with the works of Emma 
Goldman, the transnational nature of avant-garde feminism at the time makes a connection 
between the two both possible and likely (see Lucy Delap).  Certainly, Woolf and Goldman 
shared acquaintances in common: both knew and associated with Rebecca West, Herbert Read, 
H. G. Wells, and Bertrand Russell, among others. Other scholars have discussed Woolf and 
Goldman in the same breath, although not in a thorough-going manner.  See Kathy Ferguson and 
Stanley Aronowitz, who group Goldman and Woolf together as contemporaneous advocates of 
“culturally radical ideas, including sexual freedom” (Aronowitz 30).  Claudia Card’s work 
Lesbian Choices considers Emma Goldman’s anarchism and Woolf’s separatist stance advocated	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  The very word “Society” sets tolling in memory the dismal bells of a harsh 
  music: shall not, shall not, shall not…. Inevitably we look upon society, so 
  kind to you, so harsh to us, as an ill-fitting form that distorts the truth;  
  deforms the mind; fetters the will.  Inevitably we look upon societies as  
  conspiracies that sink the private brother, whom many of us have reason to 
  respect, and inflate in his stead a monstrous male, loud of voice, hard of  
  fist, childishly intent upon scoring the floor of the earth with chalk marks,  
  within whose mystic boundaries human beings are ended, rigidly,   
  separately, artificially….  For such reasons… it seems both wrong for us  
  rationally and impossible for us emotionally to… join your society.  For  
  by so doing we should merge our identity in yours; follow and repeat and  
  score still deeper the old worn ruts which society is grinding out… (TG  
  105).   
  
Compare this to Emma Goldman’s philosophy, which uses anarchism to reimagine both 
the value of work in “Anarchism: What it Really Stands for” and roles for women in 
“The Tragedy of Women’s Emancipation.”  First, Goldman avers that “[T]he main evil 
today is an economic one… [but] the solution of that evil can be brought about only 
through the consideration of every phase of life,--individual, as well as the collective; 
internal, as well as the external phases…. To achieve such an arrangement of life, 
government, with its unjust, arbitrary, repressive measure, must be done away with.  At 
its best it has but imposed one single mode of life upon all, without regard to individual 
and social variation and needs” (50, 61).  Like Woolf, Goldman counsels women to both 
abstain from structures as they currently exist, and to reshape society along lines of 
human fellowship and equality.  Goldman points up the ways that women have failed to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
in Three Guineas in the same chapter, without making a direct link between them.  Card 
examines the ways in which both authors stage interventions in heteronormative culture and 
embrace stances that “[set] the stage for positive lesbian engagements” (64).  Bonnie Haaland, in 
Emma Goldman: Sexuality and the Impurity of the State, similarly considers Woolf and Goldman 
side-by-side, as examples of women who were attempting both to erase dualistic thinking and to 
advocate for freer sexual expression (32).	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restructure society, how they have failed to “reorganiz[e] our social life,” to “purify 
politics” through the “destruction of existing institutions and the replacement thereof with 
something more advanced, more perfect” (213, 216, 218).  If structures remain the same, 
and women have simply gained entry into institutions hitherto denied them, then women 
have simply exchanged “the narrowness and lack of freedom of the home… for the 
narrowness and lack of freedom of the… office” (216).   
 In many ways, Three Guineas should be understood as the work in which Woolf 
grapples with the limitations of first-wave feminism’s emphasis on suffrage.  While 
suffrage allowed women entry into a public realm without reshaping the male-authored 
institutions of this world, suffrage failed to imagine a fully liberated position for mothers 
in society (see chapter 1).  This feminist critique of suffrage was one adopted by the 
feminist avant-garde and anarcha-feminists alike.  Anarchists like Goldman insisted that 
women must be willing to look beyond the freedoms the ballot offered them and instead 
toward more fundamental questions of women’s relationships to various embodiments of 
state control.79  This sentiment finds voice in Woolf’s call for women to embrace what 
she posits as their natural “freedom from unreal loyalties”: “By freedom from unreal 
loyalties is meant that you must rid yourself of pride of nationality in the first place; also 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79	  See Goldman’s essay “Woman Suffrage,” in which she writes, “Her development, her freedom, 
her independence, must come from and through herself. First, by asserting herself as a 
personality, and not as a sex commodity. Second, by refusing the right to anyone over her body; 
by refusing to bear children, unless she wants them; by refusing to be a servant to God, the State, 
society, the husband, the family, etc…. That is…by freeing herself from the fear of public 
opinion and public condemnation.  Only that, and not the ballot, will set woman free, will maker 
her a force hitherto unknown in the world, a force for real love, for peace, for harmony; a force of 
divine fire, of life-giving; a creator of free men and women” (211).	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of religious pride, college pride, school pride, family pride, sex pride, and those unreal 
loyalties that spring from them” (80).  Indeed, Woolf calls on women to celebrate their 
exclusion from England’s laws governing property and suffrage, suggesting, like 
Goldman, that suffrage distracts women from the anarchic attitude toward society that 
she must adopt in order to achieve full and meaningful liberation.  Indeed, Woolf, no 
longer eager to enter the institutions as she was in A Room, now cries, of the Church and 
the State, “long may she exclude us!” (82).  Exclusion frees women from the “unreal 
loyalties,” and indeed outsidership becomes a boon, a vantage point that allows women to 
evaluate the corrupt State with a clarity their male counterparts, whose vision is occluded 
by fealty to these institutions, lack.  And the figure both Woolf and Goldman turn to as 
the one most excluded from public life and most maligned in private life, and therefore 
the model for anarchist clarity, is the mother, in Woolf’s words the “Mrs. [that] is a 
contaminated word….  Such is the smell of it, so rank does it stink in the nostrils of 
Whitehall, that Whitehall excludes it entirely” (52). 
 By the time Woolf writes Three Guineas and The Years/The Pargiters, her 
interest in investing the maternal with anarchic powers is not so much an aesthetic one as 
it is an urgent political one.  Indeed, Woolf’s construction of the anarchic maternal 
reminds one of the ways in which fascism, in order to succeed, demands and depends 
upon a compliant, State-supporting mother. As Merry Pawlowski notes in the 
introduction to Virginia Woolf and Fascism: Resisting the Dictators’ Seduction (2001), in 
1936 Woolf came across an article called “Praise for Women,” which reproduced Adolph 
Hitler’s speech to the Nazi Women’s League.  In this speech, Hitler extolled the virtues 
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of womanhood and motherhood, arguing that “A woman lawyer… may be ever so 
efficient—but if there is a woman next door to her with five or six children all healthy 
and well brought up—then I say from the standpoint of the nation’s future the woman 
with children has accomplished more” (qtd. in Pawlowski 1).  In the same collection, 
Loretta Stec, in her article “Dystopian Modernism vs. Utopian Feminism: Burdekin, 
Woolf, and West Respond to the Rise of Fascism,” writes, “As part of their utopian 
imaginings of the ideal fascist society, those in power in Germany and Italy had very 
circumscribed visions of the place of women.  From its inception in 1922, ‘Mussolini’s 
regime stood for returning women to home and hearth, restoring patriarchal authority, 
and confining female destiny to bearing babies’” (180).  Pawlowski, in her article “From 
the Country of the Colonized: Virginia Woolf on Growing up Female in Victorian 
England” (1995), too cites Mussolini’s dictum that “Woman is reserved to the family and 
must be a good housewife, a good wife and a good mother” (99).  I agree with Erin 
Carlston, who argues in her chapter entitled “Another Country: Virginia Woolf’s 
Disloyalty to Civilization,” that “Woolf wants to recuperate childbirth and maternity from 
the cultural discourses of patriarchal fascism” (167).  The creeping threat of fascism and 
its resurrection of the ideals of Republican Motherhood, a motherhood that served the 
nation best by raising compliant, patriotic children, must be countered by a different 
model of motherhood built on her individualist power to refuse to comply with the 
demands of the State, be it fascist or patriarchal.   
 Woolf ends each of the three chapters of Three Guineas with an example of 
maternal rebellion and difference.  At the end of Chapter 1, which Woolf devotes to 
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refusing an educational system that propagates State control and male power, she instead 
calls for a new model that will teach resistance to power.  This is, of course, the poor 
college, a college modeled on the maternal poverty lamented in A Room and now 
celebrated here.  In this chapter, the mother models outsidership; indeed, her outsidership 
is as natural to her as her poverty, and therefore she becomes the model for “a different 
tradition [that is] put more easily with our reach than yours,” a tradition built on a 
different foundation (21).  Woolf writes,  
  No guinea of earned money should go to rebuilding the college on the old  
  plan….  Therefore the guinea should be earmarked “Rags. Petrol.   
  Matches.”  And this note should be attached to it.  “Take this guinea and  
  with it burn the college to the ground.  Set fire to the old hypocrisies….  
  And let the daughters of educated men dance round the fire and heap  
  armful upon armful of dead leaves upon the flames.  And let their mothers  
  lean from the upper windows and cry, “Let it blaze! Let it blaze! For we  
  are done with ‘education’!”  (36)  
 
The mother’s model for her daughters, then, is not only one of refusal but one of total, 
fundamental destruction, a step Woolf thinks is necessary to envision through the body of 
the mother.  Mothers, whose legacy is one of being silenced and locked out, here emerge 
from the private house into the public sphere and volubly denounce the tradition that has 
excluded them.  Education must be done away with because “the finest education in the 
world… does not teach people to hate force, but to use it” (30).  The destruction the 
mother calls for here is of an edifice and an ingrained attitude, and the anarchic mother 
both cheers and models the destruction of the patriarchal state.  
 In Chapter 2 of Three Guineas, Woolf again closes with an image of approving 
anarchic motherhood, and this time she uses motherhood to embody the new ideal of 
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poverty so natural to her and necessary to creating a new social order.  Poverty, a 
condition previously deplored, becomes the center of Woolf’s consideration of the 
professions in Chapter 2; she presents it as a necessary part of her politics of abstention.  
Indeed, the relentless pursuit of capital is one of the sources of both war and oppression: 
“Do they [facts from history] not prove that education, far from teaching the educated 
generosity and magnanimity, makes them on the contrary so anxious to keep their 
possessions… in their own hands, that they will use not force by much subtler methods 
than force when they are asked to share them? And are not force and possessiveness very 
closely connected with war?” (30).  In order to embody a new attitude toward the 
professions, an attitude that encourages devotion to ideals rather than wealth, the 
daughters must shed their allegiance to their educated fathers and instead align 
themselves with their uneducated, unconventional mothers, revising the lessons of the 
private house, embodied by the mother, and using them to build a new house: 
  For if you agree to these terms [to “develop, modify and direct… the  
  education of the private house”] then you can join the professions and yet  
  remain uncontaminated by them; you can rid them of their    
  possessiveness, their jealousy, their pugnacity, their greed.  You can use  
  them to have a mind of your own and will of your own.  And you can use  
  that mind and will to abolish the inhumanity, the beastliness, the horror,  
  the folly of war.  Take this guinea and use it, not to burn the house down,  
  but to make its windows blaze.  And let the daughters of uneducated  
  women dance round the new house, the poor house, …and let them sing,  
  “We have done with war! We have done with tyranny!” and their mothers  
  will laugh from their graves, “It was for this that we suffered obloquy and  
  contempt! Light up the windows of the new house, daughters! Let them  
  blaze!”  (83, emphasis mine) 
 
Just as the mothers celebrated the fires that burned down the old edifice of education and 
cleared the ground for the new poor college, so too do the mothers here celebrate the 
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blazing lights of knowledge that illuminate the windows of the daughter’s house.  The 
form of the mother’s celebration is important, as well; their laughter is itself 
transgressive.  Woolf recommends, just a few pages earlier in Chapter 2, that, when 
confronted by the demands of property, State, or any power that demands obedience, 
laughter is the appropriate response: “But directly the mulberry tree begins to make you 
circle, break off.  Pelt the tree with laughter” (80).  Indeed, the scene Woolf describes 
above is one of breaking off, of refusing the demands of the State and celebrating this 
transgressive, unconventional victory with laughter.  By modifying the example of the 
private house and by refusing to be enslaved by acquisitiveness, the daughters of 
uneducated women learn to value independence of mind, body, and thought, and learn 
not only to step outside of convention but to destroy it.  Woolf illustrates perfectly here 
Goldman’s call for women to refuse to enter institutions without first changing them.  
Like the poor college, the domicile women here construct is one based on a turn from the 
paternal to the maternal, a turn from preservation of tradition to destruction of 
convention, a turn from repetition to “anarchy and newness” (“On Being Ill” 195). 
 But Woolf faces a problem here.  If professions are necessary because by them 
women earn money, and if an independent income is necessary, both here and in A Room, 
to secure the freedom to express oneself without fear, then mothers remain in a position 
of dependence, since motherhood is an unpaid profession.  Woolf, ultimately, is not 
content to have mothers act only as a source of inspiration to their daughters; in Chapter 3 
of Three Guineas, her final act is to guarantee mothers their own freedom of expression 
that money, to Woolf, ensures, both in the public and private worlds.  In A Room, 
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Woolf’s solution to sexual inequality is fairly pragmatic: a woman requires money and 
space in order to achieve artistic and intellectual freedom.  But in Three Guineas, Woolf 
comes to see capitalism ad property as patriarchal, and as two systems that lead 
inevitably to war.  In some ways, Woolf’s final consideration of the anarchic maternal 
leads her to a philosophical crossroads, and in this she is not alone.  Like feminists before 
and after her, Woolf struggles to free the mother from a dependent financial position.  
Over the course of Three Guineas, Woolf uses the maternal to represent freedom from 
the patriarchal State; but in considering motherhood as a profession, she in some ways 
cannot fully sever the maternal from this very state.   
 The conundrum that emerges is this: motherhood must be considered a profession 
if women are to achieve freedom of thought; in order to make motherhood a profession, 
women must be paid for their services by the State.  This final move draws on themes 
from the Endowment of Motherhood debate that raged in the teens, when a mother’s 
stipend was proposed and supported by many.  However, in the Endowment of 
Motherhood debate, the mother’s stipend was recognized as paying mothers for their 
service to the State; some thinkers, such as H. G. Wells, who wrote extensively in The 
New Freewoman about this debate, even went so far as to propose that more desirable 
mothers, who would therefore produce more desirable citizens, be paid more by the State 
(see Chapter 1 for a more thorough discussion of this debate).  On the one hand, by 
suggesting that the State fund motherhood, Woolf inadvertently ties the mother more 
closely to the patriarchal system she has used the anarchic maternal to oppose; on the 
other hand, Woolf argues that the only way to ensure a form of motherhood built on the 
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ideal of freedom is to make sure the mother is not financially reliant upon her husband.  
Indeed, this might be another case of Woolf’s pragmatic statement that reliance on “a 
profession is a less odious form of slavery than to depend upon a father” (16).  
 “The unpaid-for education” is the education the mothers received in the private 
house, and is the maternal legacy Woolf encourages daughters to model their own 
freedom on, which includes the all-important ideals of poverty and freedom from unreal 
loyalties (78).  Yet in order to enjoy the same freedom of mind and body that her 
daughters enjoy, motherhood, Woolf suggests, must become a paid profession, yet one 
modeled, as with the other professions women enter, on difference.  Indeed, Woolf writes 
that, among all of the duties the Society of Outsiders must pledge themselves to, “above 
all she must press for a wage to be paid by the State legally to the mothers of educated 
men” (110, emphasis mine).  She continues, “The importance of this to our common fight 
is immeasurable; for it is the most effective way in which we can ensure that the large 
and very honourable class of married women shall have a mind and a will of their own, 
with which, if his mind and will are good in her eyes, to support her husband, if bad to 
resist him, in any case to cease to be ‘his woman’ and to be her self” (110).  This move, 
to secure “a wage paid by the State to those whose profession is marriage and 
motherhood,” is so crucial because it will ensure freedom of thought and expressions for 
the majority of women, but also because it will utterly reconfigure the private house, and 
fathers’ and mothers’ roles within it, and in turn reorient the values of public life away 
from capitalism and acquisition and instead toward cooperation and noncompetition 
(110).     
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 Woolf imagines that a stipend for mothers would mitigate the ways in which 
capitalism deforms the family structure.  For in Woolf’s world of paid maternity, men 
change along with women, and the public changes because the private changes.  If 
women earn money for their profession of motherhood, men can become active rather 
than absent fathers, and can devote themselves not to the capitalist machine but to their 
family: “For if your wife were paid for her work… your own slavery would be lightened.  
No longer need you go to the office at nine-thirty and stay there till six.  Work could be 
equally distributed.  Patients could be sent to the patientless.  Briefs to the briefless.  
Articles could be left unwritten.  Culture would thus be stimulated.  You could see the 
fruit trees flower in the spring.  You could share the prime of life with your children” 
(111).  What would emerge in the place of capitalism would be a co-operative society, 
populated by citizens no longer enslaved to the ideals of money and competition and but 
instead devoted to the ideals of family, variety, growth, and freedom.  By tracing the path 
not of the educated father but the anarchic mother, Woolf creates a vision of a 
cooperative society modeled on ideals that would transform the public and private, and 
indeed would no longer set them at odds with one another. 
“It’s you, unknown figures, you I adore”:80 Anarchic Motherhood versus 
Patriarchal Culture in Virginia Woolf’s Fiction 
 But what does knowledge of this figure, this anarchic mother, allow us to recover 
in Woolf’s fiction? I will briefly adumbrate the ways in which Woolf, while wrestling 
with the figure of the mother, develops a parallel figure in her fiction, moving the mother 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80	  Quotation from “An Unwritten Novel” (121).	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farther and farther from conventionality to unconventionality.  It is instructive to look to 
one of Woolf’s early works of short fiction as a way to examine Woolf’s philosophical 
positioning of the maternal in relation to her theories regarding both fiction and 
feminism.  In “A Society,” published in Monday or Tuesday and written in the year 1920, 
Woolf simultaneously recovers the maternal and grapples with her, exposing as she does 
so the ways in which motherhood is the great unresolved state facing feminists of her era, 
and ours.    
  “A Society” represents Woolf directly challenging the “Edwardian Uncles” of 
her era, specifically Arnold Bennett (see chapter 3 for a fuller analysis of Woolf’s 
relation to the Edwardians).  Woolf wrote “A Society” as a direct reply to Bennett’s book 
Our Women: Chapters on the Sex Discord (1920), in which he makes the claim, as Woolf 
puts it, that not only is the mind of woman inferior to that of man, but also that it ever 
must be so, since “the mind of woman is not sensibly affected by education and liberty; 
that it is incapable of the highest achievements; and that it must remain forever in the 
condition which it now is” (D 2: 342).  In this short story, Woolf counters the 
philosophical claims and the artistic style of the Edwardians who preceded her, 
exercising a direct philosophical challenge to received patriarchal wisdom.  Importantly, 
her efforts to upend patriarchal attitudes involve a turn to the maternal as the necessary 
antidote to the State and culture authored by men. 
 Although “A Society” does not engage in the narrative experimentalism that some 
of her other short fiction of the time does (see, for example, “An Unwritten Novel”), its 
radicalism stems from the feminist philosophy it explores.  “A Society” recovers the 
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figure of the mother, and Woolf identifies this figure not only as a source of creative 
inspiration but also invests her with anarchic powers, powers that simultaneously position 
her outside of the prevailing patriarchal institutions and at the center of Woolf’s emerging 
feminist theory.  As other critics have noted, “A Society” clearly anticipates the Society 
of Outsiders that Woolf will return to and amplify in Three Guineas; here, as in the later 
work, Woolf uses the mother to work out her most radical, transformative pacifist and 
feminist positions.  Like Three Guineas, “A Society” is set during a time of World War; 
indeed, World War I is declared and concluded within the space of this story.  Like Three 
Guineas, “A Society” calls for women to devote themselves to a society that calls for a 
politics of abstention; and like Three Guineas, “A Society” envisions a future that is 
matrilineal and anarchic, one in which the daughters of radical mothers cut the ties 
between women and the State and forge in its place a society built on a new set of ideals.   
 In “A Society,” Woolf directly contemplates women’s relationship to the State, 
and charts her characters’ seismic shift in perspective from complacent daughters of 
Republican Mothers, to women questioning the value of citizenship, to radical anarchists 
refusing membership in the State that has so demeaned them.  The characters in “A 
Society” have, until the moment the story begins, accepted their roles, and their mothers’ 
roles, as Republican Mothers, mothers who produce children to be happy, obedient, and 
productive members of the State men create.  As Clorinda says, “‘I, for one, have taken it 
for granted that it was a woman’s duty to spend her youth in bearing children.  I 
venerated my mother for bearing ten; still more my grandmother for bearing fifteen; it 
was, I confess, my own ambition to bear twenty.  We have gone all these ages supposing 
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that men were equally industrious, and that their works were of equal merit.  While we 
have borne the children, they, we supposed, have borne the books and the pictures.  We 
have populated the world.  They have civilized it’” (119).   
 But the moment this group of women begins to read, begins to traverse the 
barriers erected to keep them in their separate sphere, they refuse their previous 
occupations as reproducers of culture and instead adopt a critical stance toward the 
culture that absorbs and shapes the children they will create.  Once Poll learns to read, 
and indeed is charged to read every book in the London Library, she returns to the circle 
and informs them that the culture men have created has effectively inoculated itself 
against criticism; if men create the books and art and culture, and men also head the 
institutions of education, men have effectively created a tradition that praises itself, and 
teaches others to praise it uncritically.  When Poll approaches the group of women—who 
have gathered to engage in their usual activity, that of praising men—she sneers, 
“‘You’ve been well-taught’” (118).  Poll sees the ways in which women have been taught 
not only to revere the structures of the society that excludes them, but to praise the very 
society that demands their obedience and insists on their exclusion.  When Poll provides 
the circle of women with evidence of the culture men have produced, reading aloud to 
them excerpts from books she has culled from the library, the women are so appalled by 
the cultural artifacts and their evident lack of skill and substance that they organize 
themselves into a society devoted to enquiry rather than reproduction: they 
simultaneously avow to “find out what the world is like” and to refuse to “bring another 
child into the world” until they are satisfied that the culture itself is worth perpetuating 
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(119).  “‘[I]f men,’” they reason, “‘write such rubbish as this, [why] should our mothers 
have wasted their youth bringing them into the world?’” (119).    
 In this moment, Woolf repositions the women in the story, and does so through 
their potential roles as mothers. In this way, Woolf equates the production of culture and 
the production of children, but she also begins to examine the interplay between these 
worlds of creation.  Mothers, she suggests, even when they are lodged in their separate 
spheres, need to be especially alert to the world of culture, since it will be the products of 
their labors who will enter and perpetuate this world.  These women embrace the role of 
outsidership the separate spheres have encouraged and use this vantage point to their 
critical advantage.  In refusing their reproductive roles, this society removes itself entirely 
from participation in the culture itself in order to better evaluate Western civilization.   
 In order to engage in critical cultural enquiry, the women become envoys to 
various pillars of society, and see these institutions rationally and clearly because of their 
status as outsiders.  Whereas in other works Woolf shows the ways in which a lack of 
tradition hampers women’s access to culture and the professions, in “A Society” (and, 
later, Three Guineas), Woolf suggests that women can regard and evaluate social 
institutions more clearly because they do not operate under the distorting weight of 
tradition.  What ensues in “A Society” is satiric romp through the worlds of education, 
the military, and literature; Woolf pillories patriarchal institutions by making them look 
like antiquated, calcified, rule-bound monstrosities unable and unwilling to absorb life, 
change, and flux.  Indeed, it is the institutions that allow patriarchal culture to reproduce 
itself indefinitely: things like tradition operate not to perpetuate our best works as human 
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kind, but instead to inculcate the population with values of exclusion, hierarchy, and 
hatred.   
 The women discover that literature and art, and the traditions built up around 
them, serve not to engage questions of what it means to be human, but instead narrowly 
to define identities and limit human possibilities.  No wonder, then, after viewing the 
artwork at the Royal Academy, Helen returns to the group spewing forth hoary patriotic 
rhetoric until the women wrestle her to the ground, throw water on her, and refuse to 
listen to her “gibberish.”  Helen, grateful for the women’s intervention, “shak[es] herself 
like a dog.  ‘Now I’ll roll on the carpet and see if I can’t brush off what remains of the 
Union Jack’” (121).  The women, then, adopt a critical policy of abstention in relation to 
culture and the patriarchal institutions that uphold it: they will no longer offer uncritical 
praise of men and their works; they will no longer value what they are told to; they will 
instead embrace their own abilities and trust their own opinions not as educated women 
but as women whose positions outside of the institutions of education free them to 
develop their own clear-eyed, rational, discerning sensibilities.  They will be critical of 
mind and chaste of body, refusing compliance with the State and its artifacts, and indeed 
refusing to provide the State with the malleable citizens it requires.   
 But Woolf does not allow the story to end there, because to end the story there is 
to embrace a code of chastity that itself reflects patriarchal values, and that itself leads 
nowhere.  The Society of inquiry cannot embrace chastity as a position of resistance for 
two reasons: it further limits their powers of expression and possibility, and it ensures 
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that the new tradition they are forging will die with them.81 In “A Society,” Woolf both 
confronts the ways in which State-sanctioned morality impinges upon women’s self-
expression, and over the course of the story has her characters identify, reject, and 
attempt to move beyond these limiting options.  If the members of the society in “A 
Society” must first refuse to become “incessant breeder[s] of hapless children,” they must 
do more than this; they must reject these categories altogether and discover their own 
identities free from the State’s demands and proscribed options (Goldman, “Victims”).   
 “Chastity” in this short story is code for sexual ignorance imposed upon women. 
Poll, the deliverer of wisdom in this story, stops the members of the society from 
condemning Castalia, who has broken the Society’s vow to refuse to bear children and 
has become pregnant, and says “‘In my opinion… chastity is nothing but ignorance--a 
most discreditable state of mind.  We should admit only the unchaste to our society.  I 
vote that Castalia shall be our President’” (124).  But to subvert the paradigm is not 
enough here: simply to value what men do not only works to re-erect the structures of 
hierarchy, but with a different value on top.  Poll continues, revising her stance: “‘It is as 
unfair to brand women with chastity as unchastity’” (124).82  This is what Grace Radin, 
in her essay “‘I am not a Hero’: Virginia Woolf and the First Version of The Years,” calls 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81	  Emma Goldman explains in “Victims of Morality” (1913) that for women, morality centers on 
and rigidly defines their sexual identities and expression: “It is Morality which condemns woman 
to the positions of a celibate, a prostitute, or a reckless, incessant breeder of hapless children…. 
So disastrous, so paralyzing has this effect been, that some even of the most advanced among my 
sisters never thoroughly outgrow it.”	  
82	  Compare this to Goldman’s statements, in “The Hypocrisy of Puritanism” that “chastity itself is 
but an artificial imposition upon nature,” an imposition that limits women’s abilities to pursue 
their own full visions of life (177).	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“the tyranny of chastity” (199).  To embrace chastity, on one hand, is to refuse to 
perpetuate patriarchal systems and traditions, but on the other hand, to embrace chastity 
is simply to accept a role derived from patriarchal definitions of and limitations imposed 
upon womanhood.  This act of abstention from motherhood cannot lead to true 
emancipation because it limits what women can and cannot pursue.  According to Woolf 
and Goldman, to abstain from sexual love and motherhood is to deny life its full 
expression of possibilities.  Sex and motherhood, then, must be allowed to exist in all 
possible permutations, free of definition from the State.  When Woolf’s characters reject 
chastity, and embrace Castalia’s pregnancy, they move beyond the simple and limiting 
definitions of women’s possibilities toward what Goldman would call true, and anarchic, 
emancipation, and toward a new motherhood. 
 For Woolf and Goldman, women must not reject motherhood: they must reject 
motherhood as it has been, and forge in its place a creative, anarchic mother who 
replaces the Republican Mother, and who eschews loyalty to the state by instead 
modeling independence and enquiry.  Castalia realizes the difficulty of this charge, and 
laments, toward the end of “A Society”: 
  “If we hadn’t learned to read,” she said bitterly, “we might still have been  
  bearing children in ignorance and that I believe was the happiest life after  
  all.  I know what you’re going to say about war,” she checked me, “and  
  the horror of bearing children to see them killed, but our mothers did it,  
  and their mothers, and their mother before them.  And they didn’t   
  complain.  They couldn’t read.  I’ve done my best,” she sighed, “to  
  prevent my little girl from learning to read, but what’s the use? I caught  
  Ann only yesterday with a newspaper in her hand and she was beginning  
  to ask if it was ‘true’.  Next she’ll ask me whether Mr. Lloyd George is a  
  good man, then whether Mr. Arnold Bennett is a good novelist, and finally 
  whether I believe in God.  How can I bring my daughter up to believe in  
  nothing?” she demanded.  (128) 
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Woolf, of course, is having fun with satire here, and it is important to remember that she 
wrote this story as a response to Arnold’s Bennett’s deeply misogynist work, Our Women 
(1920).  But here we see something much more important taking shape in Woolf’s 
feminist philosophy.  Here Woolf proposes the anarchist mother as an antidote to the 
Republican Mothers who came before; in order to effect change, the anarchist mother 
must be informed, must refuse to carry on patriarchal traditions of Church, Art, and State, 
and in this way her revolutionary possibilities become clear.  The anarchic mother 
empties male authority of its significance not by refusing motherhood but by refusing 
compliant motherhood.  Woolf’s anarchist mother offers her a way to challenge Victorian 
and Edwardian values in politics, religion, and aesthetics; the mother here offers her 
daughters, literal and figurative, a model not of reproduction but of resistance.  This 
matrilineal legacy would teach daughters the most important thing “‘to believe in—and 
that is herself.’  ‘Well, that would be a change,’ said Castalia” (130).  For Woolf, 
philosophic anarchy is not only desirable but also necessary to art, to feminism, to 
society.  In order for women to overcome the stultifying effects of tradition, and most 
notably Victorian and Edwardian values, anarchism, and its all-encompassing challenge 
to the structures of the State, becomes a moral imperative for Woolf. 
 Recognition of the anarchic mother in Woolf’s works also allows us to recover 
the radical in even Woolf’s most traditional-seeming mothers, and encourages us to 
notice the ways in which these mothers participate in moments of creation that reorder 
the world along non-patriarchal, non-hierarchical lines of resistance.  For instance, 
Woolf’s development of this figure of anarchic motherhood helps us recover Clarissa 
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Dalloway’s radical past in Mrs. Dalloway, and examine her responses to the twin 
pressures of convention and the State.  Woolf weaves allusions to Clarissa’s radical youth 
throughout the novel, mostly in reference to her time at Bourton with Sally and Peter, 
when she would spend time in her bedroom with Sally, “talking about life, how they were 
to reform the world.  They meant to found a society to abolish private property, and 
actually had a letter written, though not sent out.  The ideas were Sally’s, of course—but 
very soon she was just as excited—read Plato in bed before breakfast; read Morris; read 
Shelley by the hour” (33).  Although both Sally and Clarissa appear to capitulate to the 
pressures of conformity over the course of their lives, here we see the ways in which 
Sally offers Clarissa an alternate path in life: one devoted to non-hierarchical, cooperative 
ideals. 
 Both Peter and Sally represent the seductive appeal and the strenuous demands of 
the unconventional; Peter, in particular, acknowledges that the life and love he offered 
Clarissa were “absurd.  He asked impossible things” (63).  The “impossible things” both 
Sally and Peter embody can be considered the products of youthful idealism, but they 
also express a radical attitude toward the State and the society it erects around them.  
Both Sally and Peter offer Clarissa an anarchic form of love, devoted to dismantling the 
normative pressures of the State.  Peter, thinking back on the halcyon days of their time at 
Bourton, recalls that he and Clarissa, “argued, discussed poetry, discussed people, 
discussed politics (she was a Radical then),” and that “they would change the world if she 
married him” (154, 155).  When he sees middle-aged Clarissa, Peter wonders at the 
power she still has over him, but also mourns the possibilities they never recognized 
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together; he bemoans the fact that her youthful potential has now hardened into 
“conventionality” (49).  And indeed, much of Clarissa’s life does seem devoted to 
upholding social expectations, and she does slip into judgmental snobbishness when she 
thinks about the “foreigner,” Miss Kilman, or her own poor cousin, Ellie Henderson.   
 Yet Woolf’s feminist philosophy helps illustrate the ways in which Clarissa’s 
world offers a direct challenge to authority in the form of her parties.  In A Room, Woolf 
shows the way in which masculine attitudes toward society seep into attitudes toward 
fiction, and that novels that engage typically masculine realms are deemed “more 
important” or “more serious” than novels that engage typically female realms.83  She 
writes that, in life and art, “it is the masculine values which prevail.  Speaking crudely, 
football and sport are ‘important’; the worship of fashion, the buying of clothes ‘trivial.’  
And these values are inevitably transferred from life to fiction.  This is an important 
book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war.  This is an insignificant book because 
it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing room” (73-4).  Mrs. Dalloway as a 
novel, then, challenges the cultural authority of masculine values in life and art, and is 
written in a form and style that similarly challenge the authority of the nineteenth century 
novel.  Woolf writes a novel in which a wife and mother shopping for flowers accrues as 
much significance as a soldier’s experience in war, which itself is a bold and radical 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83	  This is an argument contemporary female authors continue to make: see, for example, Meg 
Wolitzer’s 2012 New York Times essay “The Second Shelf.”	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assertion of the undervalued significance of women’s experiences and lives.84  The 
mother’s story, Mrs. Dalloway reminds us, matters.   
 Further, if we consider Clarissa Dalloway as an example of the figure of female 
authority called The Siren, one Woolf recuperates in Three Guineas, we can understand 
the ways in which Mrs. Dalloway stands as an example of women’s power to transcend 
boundaries erected by class, education, and gender.  The Siren, Woolf writes, is a figure 
whose influence is waning, but who stands as an example of a woman who might point 
us toward a way to “live differently” (TG 172).  The Siren is “that much ridiculed and 
often upper class lady who by keeping open house for the aristocracy, plutocracy, 
intelligentsia, ignorantsia, etc, tried to provide all classes with a talking-ground or 
scratching-post where they could rub up minds…. The part that Siren played in 
promoting… intellectual liberty is held by historians to be of some importance” (TG 
172).  If we consider Clarissa as a modern invocation of the Siren, we can begin to 
appreciate the significance of her parties, which bring together both the Prime Minister 
and poor cousin Ellie Henderson, failed colonial officer Peter Walsh and Professor 
Brierly and old Miss Parry.  Although Peter Walsh huffs that “everyone in the room had 
six sons at Eton,” Clarissa’s party does harness the energies of many, and enacts the 
ethics of Three Guineas’ poor college: “The aim of the new college, the cheap college, 
should be not to segregate but to combine.  It should… discover what new combinations 
make good wholes in human life.  The teachers should be drawn from the good livers as 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84	  See also Rebecca West’s long essay on James Joyce, The Strange Necessity (1928), in which 
she juxtaposes her thoughts on Joyce with her thoughts about shopping.  This essay aroused the 
ire of many critics, who accused her of flippancy and a lack of seriousness.	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well as from the good thinkers” (TG 34).  Clarissa “did think it mattered, her part[ies]” 
because they are driven by this desire not to entertain but to combine, to put minds in 
contact with different minds and hence attempt to initiate a transcendence of boundaries 
(MD 129).  Clarissa’s parties, then, represent not a reproduction but a re-ordering along 
lines that combine, and pursue newness.  These parties should be understood as an act of 
resistance, as an act that defies hierarchies, and as an event that puts her back in touch, 
both literally and creatively, with the radical past she enjoyed with Peter Walsh and Sally 
Seton, back when she wrote reformist letters, defied compulsory heterosexuality, and 
advocated for socialist causes.   
 Mrs. Ramsay, read in light of A Room and Three Guineas, also accrues an identity 
more radical than one might expect.  Rather than representing the Angel who must be 
destroyed, Mrs. Ramsay might better be understood as a transitional figure in Woolf’s 
feminist thought, somewhere between The Angel and her regressive pressure and the 
anarchic mother leaning out of the windows and burning down colleges in Three 
Guineas.85  As Ann Ronchetti notes in The Artist, Society, and Sexuality in Virginia 
Woolf’s Novels, although Mrs. Ramsay publically embodies patriarchal ideals such as 
compulsory marriage, “there is a genuinely subversive element in Mrs. Ramsay’s 
relationship to men” (66).  She, for example, refuses to offer her husband the comfort and 
solace he demands, and while she does not say so publically, she privately condemns 
institutions such as marriage that strip women of their individualist desires.  Mrs. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85	  Mrs. Ramsay’s sole political concern that can be gleaned from the novel—the quality of milk 
being delivered—was one taken up by the Fabians in their 1910 pamphlet The Endowment of 
Motherhood.	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Ramsay, too, concerns herself with issues of public health and critiques the public health 
system as one that perpetuates class inequities.    
 Mrs. Ramsay is also, of course, the mother Lily Brisoce thinks back through in 
order to achieve her own artistic vision.  Lily does not feel the need to defeat and destroy 
Mrs. Ramsay, as she would the Angel.  Rather, she thinks back through her in order to 
achieve her own vision.  She takes Mrs. Ramsay’s temporary artistic creations—her 
gatherings—and draws on them and from them to create a painting that frees the mother 
to be more than a worshipped icon: indeed, her painting unleashes the private core of the 
mother’s being.  As Herbert Marder notes, a “desire to worship woman as a higher moral 
influence tends, in real life, to restrict her freedom almost as much as a conviction of her 
inferiority” (14).  Mrs. Ramsay is venerated as a Madonna, as an iconic mother, 
throughout the novel, most notably by Mr. Bankes, who feels, when he gazes upon Mrs. 
Ramsay reading to James, “that barbarity was tamed, the reign of chaos subdued” (47).  
This is an attitude Mrs. Ramsay despises, which we see when Woolf brutally juxtaposes 
Charles Tansley’s rapturous account of his walk with Mrs. Ramsay’s estimation of him as 
an odious little man.   
 Mrs. Ramsay repeatedly and consistently rejects any formulation that reduces her 
individuality by making her into a type, and becomes especially alarmed when she 
catches herself parroting attitudes that she does not endorse, which she corrects by 
privately expressing a view that refuses to fall into comfortable conventionality.  Right 
after Mrs. Ramsay silently meditates on her private “core of darkness,” she thinks to 
herself, of life, “It will end, it will end, she said… when suddenly she added, We are in 
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the hands of the Lord.  But instantly she was annoyed with herself for saying that.  Who 
had said it? Not she; she had been trapped into saying something she did not mean…. 
How could any Lord have made this world? she asked.  With her mind she had always 
seized the fact that there is no reason, order, justice” (63-4).  The tensions in Mrs. 
Ramsay’s thoughts here are between her private, unconventional thoughts and the 
pressures of public convention, in which a religious invocation is meant to erase the dark, 
complicated thoughts she has about life.  Mrs. Ramsay privately withdraws her support 
from the institutions—church, marriage, State—in which others put faith. 
 Although others see Mrs. Ramsay as the comforting maternal force that orders the 
world, privately she refuses the authority of religion and convention, and revels not in the 
company of adults who represent order but instead in the children who represent unruly 
desire, worlds of unsettled landscapes, and wide open possibility.  When she sees Cam 
and James she thinks, “These two she would have liked to keep forever just as they were, 
demons of wickedness, angels of delight, never to see them grow up into long-legged 
monsters.  Nothing made up for the loss…. [K]nowing what was before them—love and 
ambition and being wretched alone in dreary places—she often had the feeling, Why 
must they grow up and lose it all?” (58, 60).  Children lose their wild, unconventional 
energies when they become inculcated into culture and society, a transition that Mrs. 
Ramsay cannot abide.  Although she finds herself momentarily seduced by some adult 
conventions, like marriage, this does not last long.  Publicly, Mrs. Ramsay insists on 
marriage, chanting “Marry, marry!” and “They must marry!” (174, 71).  But privately, 
Mrs. Ramsay, in another instance of her moving out “past everything, through 
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everything, out of everything,” out beyond convention, wonders, “Why is it then that one 
wants people to marry? What was the value, the meaning of things?…. Do say 
something, she thought, wishing only to hear his voice” (83, 122).  Mrs. Ramsay doubts 
the value of any convention, even the one she seems to hold most dear, and turns to her 
husband in a desperate hope that he will saying something to reassure her of the value of 
social structures.  Here, as in Three Guineas, the husband respects and upholds tradition 
and power, whereas the maternal figure represents unconventionality and newness.   
 Indeed, Mrs. Ramsay privately doubts the value of even her own marriage, right 
in the midst of the dinner party that is supposed to represent union and perpetuation.  As 
she begins to serve dinner, she wonders, with startling clarity and abruptness,  
  But what have I done with my life? thought Mrs. Ramsay, taking her  
  place at the head of the table, and looking at all the plates making white  
  circles on it….  At the far end was her husband sitting down, all in a heap,  
  frowning.  What at? She did not know.  She did not mind.  She could not  
  understand how she had ever felt any emotion or affection for him.  She  
  had a sense of being past everything, through everything, out of   
  everything, as she helped the soup….  And meanwhile she waited,   
  passively, for some one to answer her, for something to happen.  But this  
  is not a thing, she thought, ladling out soup, that one says.  (83,   
  emphasis mine) 
 
In her private thoughts, Mrs. Ramsay moves out beyond the strictures of what can and 
cannot be said, and expresses a view almost nihilistic in its severity.  She doubts the value 
of her marriage, of marriage in general, of the church, of adulthood, and asks, more than 
once in the space of the novel, “What is the value, the meaning of things?”  In response, 
Mrs. Ramsay privately formulates an answer that refuses any inherent meaning in the 
world: this world does not bear the imprint of a loving god, and instead tilts toward 
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injustice and inhumanity.  This dark core of her being, this hidden private self that “she 
shared neither with her children nor with her husband,” filled with nihilistic doubt and 
anarchic questioning, is what Lily captures in her painting, and what she honors in Mrs. 
Ramsay (59).  Lily, through her abstract, modern art, her poor art which is itself 
representative of the type of art Woolf endorses in Three Guineas, destroys the iconic 
representation with a vision that pays homage to Mrs. Ramsay’s dark, unspeakable self: 
“Mother and child then—objects of universal veneration, and in this case the mother was 
famous for her beauty—might be reduced… to a purple shadow without irreverence” 
(52).  Through her art, Lily gives voice not to Mrs. Ramsay’s false, conventional, iconic 
public self, but to her private, individual, anarchic self, the self that utters what Mrs. 
Ramsay herself feels “is not a thing…one says.” 
 This final line from the excerpt above brings us back to Three Guineas, and 
allows us to wonder how money, how an allowance from the State, would have changed 
Mrs. Ramsay.  What would money, her own money, have allowed Mrs. Ramsay to do, or 
be, or say? Indeed, in Three Guineas Woolf argues so fervently for the mother’s income 
because it would allow women like Mrs. Ramsay to unleash her unconventional powers, 
to speak her mind, to articulate her private opinions, freely; in short, it would allow the 
private Mrs. Ramsay to be become public, spoken, and heard.  Mrs. Ramsay clearly 
already has “a mind and a will of her own,” albeit unexpressed; what money would give 
her is the “right to an independent opinion” (TG 110).  Mrs. Ramsay is best understood, 
perhaps, as the incarnation of motherhood that immediately precedes the fully anarchic 
mother; Mrs. Ramsay’s challenges to authority remain silent, or abstractly expressed by 
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her spiritual daughter.  To see the full manifestation of the anarchic mother in Woolf’s 
novels, we must turn to the work that she saw as the novelistic companion piece to Three 
Guineas: The Years/The Pargiters.86 
 The Pargiters, which Woolf herself regarded as “dangerously near propaganda,” 
expresses clearly Woolf’s radical feminism and philosophic anarchism, and she centers 
these philosophies on a mother who poses an anarchic challenge to culture and the State 
(D 4: 300).  While The Years begins with the portrait of a dying mother whose life stands 
as a testament to all of the things her daughters wish to avoid, The Pargiters ends with a 
portrait of a mother who models anarchic indifference and whose legacy serves to utterly 
restructure her family’s private and public lives.  Kitty Malone, at the conclusion of The 
Pargiters, dines with the family of a girl she knows from Lucy Craddock’s classes in 
history.  This family is called, variously, the Robsons (in The Years) and the Hughes/the 
Brooks family (in The Pargiters); in both texts, Kitty’s dinnertime visit with the family 
illustrates for her a new, unconventional family structure made possible because of the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86	  I am choosing to analyze The Pargiters, Woolf’s earlier draft of The Years, rather than The 
Years itself for several reasons.  Woolf herself felt that The Years was a “failure,” a sentiment she 
repeats many times in her diaries; the book’s very surprising popular and critical success did not 
convince Woolf that she had achieved her vision in the novel, but instead reinforced her sense of 
the novel’s shortcomings and convinced her that the novel was being misunderstood and 
misapprehended.  Crucially, she and later feminist critics felt that The Years’ commercial success 
indicated that Woolf’s radical message, as articulated in Three Guineas, was, after all of the 
revisions Woolf made to the novel, lost in the final published version.  As Radin, in her essay on 
the numerous and significant differences between the two versions of the novel, notes, Woolf 
excised from The Years many of her direct considerations of women’s bodies and sexuality.  
Moreover, in Radin’s estimation, “By the time the novel was published she had softened, deleted, 
or made vague many of her strongest attacks on English society and its treatment of women, and 
had eliminated most of the overt statements of her own philosophy” (199).  The Years is in some 
ways a cottoned and cosseted expression of Woolf’s radicalism.	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influence not of the educated father but of the uneducated mother (for consistency’s sake, 
I will refer to the family as the Hughes’).  The figure of Mr. Hughes’ mother hovers over 
the entire chapter—a gigantic portrait of her hangs above the mantle—and her anti-
patriarchal figure fashions a new family devoted to informality, equality, and 
individualism.  As such, she is the clearest embodiment, in Woolf’s fiction, of the 
anarchic mother developed in her feminist philosophy.   
 Kitty notices the unconventionality of Nelly Hughes’ family immediately; this 
family stands in stark and deliberate contrast to Kitty’s life as a daughter of an Oxford 
don, steeped in tradition and trained to participate in every convention and tradition of 
that venerable institution.  The entire structure of the family runs along democratizing 
lines, and indeed Kitty “had never met people like them before”: Mrs. Hughes “was in 
the habit of giving orders—not of taking them” and the father, though also a professor at 
Oxford, insists on no titles for himself and “had no manners at all; he was [by] far the 
nicest man she had ever met” (132).  The Hughes family acts as the obverse of Kitty’s 
family.  Kitty’s father, as Master of Oxford, steeps himself in and perpetuates the 
traditions of Oxford, both in his life and his work: in addition to the social traditions he 
upholds in his household, he spends his academic life writing a massive history of the 
institution.  Dr. Malone’s wife and daughter dutifully fulfill the roles that the father’s title 
demands and dictates, so well, in fact, that Kitty at times forgets she has a name of her 
own, “[a]ccustomed as she was at the first mention of her name to be asked ‘The 
daughter of Dr. Malone? And how is your father?’” (139).  Kitty Malone’s family is led 
by a patriarchal figure who devotes himself to upholding and commemorating the 
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policies of exclusion and conformity that his school embodies.  The patriarch’s looming 
figure blots out Kitty’s own individual identity, and in this way her life only has value or 
meaning in connection with him and his place within the hierarchy of the college. 
 The Hughes family is also ostensibly headed by an Oxford professor, yet his 
entire family eschews convention and tradition.  So different is the Hughes family that 
Kitty cannot define them, although she clearly recognizes that they represent a different 
order altogether: “And what was Sam Hughes? & where had they lived before, & did 
Mrs. Hughes do the cooking, & did Sam mend the boots & why were they not in the least 
ashamed, or proud, or uneasy, or in any way curious that this huge tea, with its jams & its 
home made cakes… was not what the Masters [sic] daughter was used to [?]” (133).  The 
Hughes family is clearly non-hierarchical, observing no particular ritual, adopting no 
titles (Kitty notes how casually they address one another, and silently observes that all of 
the children go by nicknames), and illustrating for her for the first time a family built on 
ideals of equality, which Kitty notices when Sam listens to her opinion “just as seriously” 
as he would anyone else (133).  The family does not only enact this philosophy of 
equality, they demand it from others as well; Kitty feels sure that, should a visiting 
professor in this household grope her under the dinner table (as they do in her own 
father’s home), “any man making that demand for sympathy upon a girl at 10 Pinbright 
Road would have been kicked out of the house” (133).  Here, Kitty is recognized as an 
individual in her own right, and derives none of her value from the standing of her father.   
 The Hughes family derives its startling difference from a maternal source, and an 
anarchic one, a source Sam Hughes reveals with great pride to his guest.  If Kitty’s 
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household represents the father’s house and the patriarchal State, the Hughes household 
represents the anarchic maternal challenge to the State and its institutions.  The family 
reveals the source of its difference to Kitty when they usher her into a sitting room, over 
which presides an enormous portrait of Sam’s mother, and her life and example work to 
order and influence the rest of the Hughes family: 
  [W]hen they came to the photograph[s], Mr. [Hughes], who had been  
  fidgeting with his watch chain… stepped forward & asked Kitty what she  
  thought of that old woman?…  She was an old working woman in her best 
  dress.  But Kitty understood her…. Kittys [sic] senses again told her,  
  undeniably, that he… respected & admired that old woman, (hence his  
  attitude to Lucy Craddock; to his wife; to his daughter; to Kitty herself) &  
  thought her [worth all] the Masters & Mistresses in Oxford….  That old  
  working woman whose husband had drunk… was at the back of it all— 
  Kitty meant, Sam doesn’t [sic] despise women; he doesn’t sneer at them,  
  or tread on their gloves or press their knees under the table.  (146-7) 
 
There are several notable moments in this passage that reveal the sources of this mother’s 
disruptive power and legacy.  First, this mother is identified several times as a working 
woman, a detail that importantly aligns her with the public sphere and signifies her ability 
to make her own money.  However, she does not make much money—she “had gone out 
charing”—which means she can concurrently embody Woolf’s ideals of maternal poverty 
(146).  She is not slavishly devoted to anything: not money, not culture, not her husband.  
In turn, she emerges as someone who has lived life outside of the demands of culture, and 
changed culture in the process.  If Kitty’s family stands for a type of domestic tyranny 
Woolf herself suffered, the Hughes family, under the influences of this anarchic mother, 
learns values based on equality and respect.  In her own home, Kitty must learn to copy 
the text her father has written; here, Sam, the father, asks Kitty what she thinks.   
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 Woolf, in the essay accompanying this chapter of The Pargiters, reveals that she 
modeled this image of motherhood on Joseph Wright’s mother, and notes that Wright 
traced his own unconventionality to his mother’s influence and example.  Woolf credits 
Wright with ideas about love and marriage that she considers “revolutionary,” but finds 
him all the more remarkable because “What was new, was that here was a man who 
actually put his ideas into practice” (155).  And the “force at the back of such opinions 
was not merely that Joseph Wright himself had received no schooling: he was not the 
product of Eton or Harrow, and King’s and Christ Church….  He was much more 
profoundly influenced by his mother” (155-6).  In the Sixth Essay of The Pargiters, Mrs. 
Wright emerges as an example of an anarchic mother who leans out of windows and 
issues challenges to all of the institutions around her: in this chapter, Mrs. Wright “threw 
Shakespeare’s plays out of the window into the street; and she cooked first-rate Scotch 
collops and broth;… [and] at forty-five, she taught herself to read” (157).  Mrs. Wright 
embodies an anarchic attitude toward patriarchal culture in all she does, whether through 
her self-education, by throwing the sacrosanct plays of Shakespeare down into the street, 
or through the attention she paid to the traditionally feminine space of the kitchen.  The 
significance of Mrs. Wright’s act can be better grasped if we remember what Shakespeare 
signifies in Woolf’s works: Shakespeare is the embodiment of male privilege and 
opportunity, one of the “great men” civilization reveres at the expense of women.  Mr. 
Ramsay, in To the Lighthouse, wonders, “If Shakespeare had never existed… would the 
world have differed much from what it is today? Does the progress of civilization depend 
upon great men?” (42).  Mrs. Wright, in The Pargiters, expresses her disgust with and her 
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challenge to the civilization erected by “great men” when she treats the works of 
Shakespeare as rubbish.  She is like the mothers of Three Guineas, who lean out of 
windows, burn down colleges, and demand change. 
 The influence of this anarchic mother reverberates through generations and 
through all of the practices of the Hughes family in the novel.  What Kitty realizes is that 
this picture of motherhood accounts for all of the difference in the family; her influence 
explains why “everything was different; why Jo looked at her differently[;] why Sam 
listened to her at the dinner table, rather than trying to pinch her leg under the table; why 
Nell worked so hard and achieved so much academically” (146).  Kitty notes, with 
astonishment, that “Sam doesn’t despise women,” that he and his wife model a whole 
new kind of union between the sexes, and are “married in a way that one of [her] 
parents[’] friends were married” (147).  Perhaps here, in the portrait of the anarchic 
mother that hangs in the Hughes’ parlor, we see why her force is so necessary to Woolf’s 
feminist vision.  The anarchic mother not only models difference, and enacts difference, 
but in so doing she also alters the way in which her son treats women.  Her 
unconventional attitude fosters a likewise unconventional attitude in her offspring, who 
then go on to refuse marks of distinction and who instead honor the individual over the 
institutional.  This attitude has the power to unseat convention and to make a realization 
of the ideal possible.   
 Indeed, in her brief contact with this family, Kitty, the Master’s daughter, 
suddenly had “a queer feeling that she was no longer in Oxford any longer….  [S]he had 
the odd sensation that she was nobodies [sic] daughter in particular” (139).  In the battle 
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between the patriarchs and the daughters of educated men, the daughter wins by being no 
one’s daughter at all.  Kitty emerges from the shadow of her father and becomes, under 
the encouraging eye of the anarchic mother, herself.  She embodies the most basic desire 
of philosophic anarchism: not to be ruled, or, in the case, of Kitty, to have no master.  
Noam Chomsky elucidates the significance of this phrase in his 2013 lecture: “The 
phrase ‘no master’… refers not to individual belief but to a social relation, a relation of 
subordination and dominance, a relation which anarchism, if taken seriously, seeks to 
dismantle.”  Kitty, when she feels as if she is no longer the master’s daughter, 
experiences for the first time the different social relation that anarchism promises: she 
observes the ways in which the Hughes’ example upends traditions of dominance and 
subordination and frees her to be an individual among equals.  
 In Three Guineas, as Woolf contemplates sending her first guinea to rebuild a 
college, she at first weighs her options.  She asks herself, “If I send it [the money], what 
shall I ask them to do with it? Shall I ask them to rebuild the college on the old lines? Or 
shall I them to rebuild it, but differently? Or shall I ask them to buy rags and petrol and… 
matches and burn the college to the ground?” (33).  She answers her own question several 
pages later, when she determines that “the guinea should be earmarked ‘Rags. Petrol. 
Matches’” (36).  When the college burns to the ground, the mothers fan the flames and 
the cheer the destruction of the system that demanded their allegiance while it 
simultaneously excluded and demeaned them.  If “[s]ociety it seems was a father,” built 
on masculinist ideals and protected and defended by the male-authored institutions, 
Woolf creates a potent alternative to this society in the form of the anarchic mother (TG 
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135).  Woolf, over the course of her career, unhitches the mother from the world of the 
patriarchal and instead invests her with the power to evaluate, undo, and re-imagine the 
very foundations on which society rests.  In so doing, Woolf uses the maternal to 
represent both a wellspring of difference and a challenge to authority, in all of its forms.  
Woolf’s model of anarchic motherhood refuses the Republican Mother’s insistence on 
the sacrifice of individual desires to the State’s needs, and in her wake creates a type of 
motherhood that models resistance, radicalism, and outsidership.  Woolf develops a 
construction of anarchic motherhood that illustrates the limitations of feminism and 
identifies the ways in which women’s lives are still governed by laws and expectations 
that are explicitly patriarchal and exclusionary.  Ultimately, Woolf turns to the mother as 
a figure who refuses the authority of the father and the state, and thereby points the way 
forward for the daughters not of educated men, but of anarchic women.  Woolf also, 
importantly, illustrates the ways in which women have entered the public realm, but have 
failed to challenge, refuse, and alter the patriarchal assumptions and values undergirding 
the State and capitalism, and hence her theory of anarchic motherhood is of great 
practical value to today’s feminist theory.  
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CONCLUSION 
 Anarchism’s value to feminism and motherhood today can be gleaned by the 
sheer number of articles that have recently been published about women’s struggles to 
“have it all,” or the innumerable instructional manuals offered by CEOs and stay-at-home 
moms alike that purport to reveal the secret to balancing meaningful work and 
meaningful motherhood.  The mounting, incendiary, divisive articles should remind us of 
Toril Moi’s reflection on Julia Kristeva: “she has claimed that it is not woman as such 
who is repressed in patriarchal societies, but motherhood….  [T]he material basis for 
women’s oppression [is] motherhood” (167).  We might revise this to read: it is not 
women as such who are having trouble balancing work and life; it is mothers.  This, of 
course, is not a new revelation; in the 1980s, Catharine MacKinnon wrote that nearly 
every job is “structured with the expectation that its occupant would not have primary 
childcare responsibilities” (223).  Yet in her 2010 study, written decades after 
MacKinnon’s statement, Amber Kinser, in “The Myth of the Opt-Out Revolution,” 
agrees, noting that, “It is… first and foremost … mothers [that] are being pushed out of 
the workforce.  Research indicates that most of the women who leave do so reluctantly, 
and often after having tried, unsuccessfully, to arrange work hours, responsibilities, and 
opportunities that did not acutely penalize them for having family responsibilities” (125-
6).  Clearly, the position of the mother in feminism and in the public sphere is one that 
remains as unresolved and urgent today as it did in the modernist era.  What I suggest in 
this dissertation is that by following the arc of suffragism and fighting to enter institutions 
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that are themselves embodiments of structural patriarchy, feminism has failed to 
challenge the authority of these institutions. 
 The frank and repeated acknowledgment that the public sphere remains unfriendly 
to mothers in particular has not resulted in a radical restructuring of the workplace, the 
home, or the very capitalist system that demands and codifies these male-authored 
structures of exclusion; instead, feminism has generally pursued what R. W. Connell calls 
“a politics of access” (514).  While this politics of access has drastically and permanently 
changed the lives of women, its limitations become clear when we consider the still-
unresolved figure of the mother in the public sphere.  MacKinnon and Connell agree that 
feminists, in relying on a politics of access and the liberal state, have failed to question 
the patriarchal assumptions and values that undergird and support the State and its 
institutions.  MacKinnon argues that “Women are not permitted to know what sex 
equality would look like, because they have never lived it…. [T]o seek [sexual 
equality]… without political transformation is to seek equality under conditions of 
inequality” (MacKinnon 241, 154).  Connell echoes this sentiment when he argues that, 
“If the modern state is itself ‘the general patriarch’… [then] [s]eeking reform through the 
state is an exercise in futility, perhaps even in deception” (508).  Instead, women must, 
according to MacKinnon, theorize a specifically feminist response to the State, one that 
“reject[s] the glorification of settling for the best that inequality has to offer” (154).  
Feminism, rather than fighting for continued access to the State that has demeaned them, 
must level a more basic, foundational charge against the State itself in order to clear a 
public space that can be built on equality.  Noam Chomsky argues that only anarchism is 
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possible of leveling such a basic, total challenge to State structures, and argues that 
philosophical anarchism’s appeal lies in its ability to reveal coercive structures of power 
and then insist that they be “dismantled” and “reconstructed from below.” 
 Without calling on anarchy as a possible solution to the contemporary problems 
feminism faces, Susan Gubar, in Critical Condition, illustrates the ways in which 
academia and its traditions also militate against mothers and motherhood.  Gubar 
discusses studies that attempt to explain why women achieve tenure at much lower rates 
than their male colleagues, and these studies conclude that “women ‘enter their tenure 
probationary period’ during the same time in which they have to decide to postpone, 
forego, or begin a family… [this has been] used by some researchers to [suggest]… that 
‘childbearing is not compatible with tenure’” (107).  Gubar further suggests that 
Women’s Studies departments, which one might expect to represent a strong and 
continual challenge to the patriarchal assumptions and policies that govern universities, 
have failed to dismantle the traditions of the university and have instead worked to gain 
the approval of these institutions.  This is far cry from the poor college, founded on the 
anarchist maternal example, that Woolf calls for in Three Guineas.  The example of the 
anarchist mother I have traced throughout this dissertation encourages a reconsideration 
of the politics of access, and instead opens up a perspective that allows us to question the 
very assumptions that underlie the policies and practices of the state and its institutions.  
The perspective of feminist-inflected philosophical anarchism allowed the authors I study 
to refuse the authority of state power and to re-imagine a society in no way beholden to 
the state’s inherently patriarchal ethos and practices.  The modernist period represents 
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one during which the possibilities of anarchism, feminism, and motherhood were openly 
debated, and a return to this era and the novels and essays from it reveals a rich mine of 
alternative possibilities for feminism.   
 By recovering the works not of reformists or suffragists but of radicals, we can 
begin to see the ways in which feminism and the politics of access have not gone far 
enough.  Scholars Kathy Ferguson, C. Brid Nicholson, and Bonnie Kime Scott all call for 
“academia to look again at radical female political activists at the beginning of [the] 20th 
century” and to “attend to a forgotten context of active, influential, radical women” 
(Nicholson 22, Ferguson 265), and I see my own project as a part of this effort.  Perhaps 
only by retrieving radical voices as a potent counter-history of the struggle for women’s 
rights can we see the aspects of women’s lives that suffragism left behind, overlooked, or 
underemphasized.  Peggy Kornegger, in “Anarchism: The Feminist Connection,” argues 
that “feminists have been unconscious anarchists in both theory and practice for years” 
(492).  She argues that it is necessary to recognize the kinship between feminism and 
philosophical anarchism because “an understanding of feminism as anarchism could 
springboard women out of reformism and stop-gap measures into a revolutionary 
confrontations with the basic nature of authoritarian politics” (493, emphasis mine).  The 
totality of anarchism’s challenge to structural embodiments of coercive power make it 
especially useful to feminists still struggling to theorize, and to live, an alternative path 
that erases the tension among home, work, and individual fulfillment.   
 As Goldman, West, Galsworthy, and Woolf reveal, motherhood acted and 
continues to act as a point on which many oppressive attitudes and policies converge: 
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motherhood has been and continues to be used as the justification for keeping women out 
of politics, out of the public realm, out of the highest positions of almost any sphere.  It is 
the material condition that has historically been used to deny women their own income 
and economic independence; it is the societal position that links her to the traditionally 
patriarchal family structure; it is the role in a woman’s life that has been used to limit 
women’s options and experiences rather than enlarge them; it is the biological reality that 
makes sameness feminism untenable.  Motherhood is, in short, the condition and social 
position that has been used to deny women their social, material, and philosophical 
independence.  As such, motherhood demands not tepid reforms of existing systems, but 
instead a total, revolutionary re-imagining of society itself.  The modernist anarchic 
mother and the maternal subject position she represents allow us not only to confront the 
uses to which motherhood has been put, but also to offer an empowering alternative to 
this grim reality.  If feminists—and mothers—are not rethinking the contours of cultural 
and political institutions and their gender-inflected structures, women will leave these 
institutions.  And if women do not create something “better, and more perfect” out of the 
wreckage of the old, the dichotomy between public and private, home and work, mother 
and citizen, will persist, and more deeply entrench itself in our society.  By relegating 
anarchism to the footnotes of feminist political thought, we run the risk of overlooking a 
philosophy that is both remarkably prescient and, one hundred years later, disturbingly 
relevant to contemporary feminism’s concerns.  By turning to motherhood not as an 
emblem of tradition but as a radical challenge to this tradition, Goldman, West, 
Galsworthy and Woolf suggest the ways in which a maternal anarchic attitude toward the 
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patriarchal state is necessary in order to move beyond reform and out into a new order 
altogether. 
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Mothers and Motherhood in Samuel Beckett’s Drama.” 
 Editor of College Literary Magazine, The Mercury, for two years 
consecutively. Worked with the poet and novelist Deborah Larsen; also 
studied creative writing under Larsen in an independent study course. 
  Academic Honors: English Honors Program, Dean’s List, Dean’s 
Commendation List, and Dean’s Honor List.  Nominated for the Senior 
Prize (awarded for scholarship and leadership).   
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T E A C H I N G  E X P E R I E N C E         
Associate Professor, English 
Coordinator of the Honors Program  
Northampton Community College        Bethlehem, PA                 January 2005-Present 
Member of full-time faculty at NCC, where I teach the following courses: English I, 
English II, Basic English, 20th Century Literature by Women, Irish Literature, and Irish 
Literature (Honors Section).  Created Irish Literature courses for the college, and taught 
the first ever honors course offered at NCC.   
 
Teaching Fellow  
Boston University  Boston, MA  
Taught a variety of courses to undergraduates, including the following:   
 
Introduction to Composition Courses  
• Writing Seminar: The Family in American Literature                  
• Writing Seminar: Authors Across Genres        
  
Intermediate Composition Courses  
• Writing and Research Seminar: The Family in American Literature II               
• Writing and Research Seminar: Authors Across Genres: Orwell and O’Connor            
 
Introduction to Fiction Course       
• Literary Types: Fiction 
 
Literature and Film  
• Literature and the Art of Film, Teaching Assistant                
 
P U B L I C A T I O N S  &  C O N F E R E N C E S  
Publications 
• Three articles on Raymond Carver’s story “Cathedral” in General Themes in 
Literature (2009, Facts on File Inc.) 
• “‘It will be very difficult to find a definition’: Yeats, Language, and the Early 
Abbey Theatre.”  Scholarly essay published in the collection W.B. Yeats and 
Postcolonialism (ed. Deborah Fleming, Locust Hill Press, 2001). 
o Essay cited as one of “the best essays [in the collection].”  Reviewed in 
The Irish University Review 31.2 (Autumn/Winter 2001): 501-4, by 
Jefferson Holdridge. 
o Essay was reprinted in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism. 
 
• Book Review of Buster Keaton: The Man Who Wouldn’t Lie Down by Tom 
Dardis for the film journal Scope (May 2004).  Available at 
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/film/journal/bookrev/books-may-04.htm  
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• “‘Nets Above, Snares Below.’” Review of Under the Red Flag by Ha Jin, 
published in the Boston Book Review (Jan./Feb. 1998 issue). 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Fiction	  
• “The Martyr of Avalon.”  Published in Monologues from the Road (Heinemann, 
May 1999). 
• “After Beckett and Before Elvis.”  Published in Elvis Monologues (Heinemann, 
January 1998). 
o Collection nominated for Rolling Stone’s 1997 Ralph J. Gleason music 
book award. 
o Monologue performed at the 42nd Street Theatre in NYC, the New 
English American Theatre (NEAT) in Stuttgart, Germany, the 
Johnson City Community Theatre in Tennessee (October 2001), and 
The Cracked Actor Theatre in England (April 2002). 
 
Conference Presentations 
• November 2013. Presentation title: “Emerging Trends in Team-Taught 
Interdisciplinary Courses at the Two-Year College.”  National Collegiate Honors 
Council Annual Conference. 
• July 2013.  Presentation title: “‘Dislodging the Cornerstones of Convention’: The 
Forsyte Saga’s Anarchist Undertones.” Conference Title: “We Speak a Different 
Tongue”: Maverick Voices and Modernity, 1890-1939.  Durham University, 
Durham, England. 
• June 2011.  Presented dissertation work-in-progress at the Dartmouth Futures of 
American Studies Institute.  Dartmouth College.   
• October 2010.  Presentation title: “Building Communities at the Community 
College.”  Community College Partner Conference, Albright College, Reading, 
PA. 
• June 2009.  Presentation title: “Teaching the Research Paper in the 21st Century.”  
Faculty of the Future Conference, Bucks County Community College. 
• March 2007.  Presentation tile: “Transitioning from Adjunct to Full-time, Tenure 
Track: Preparing for What Lies Ahead.”  58th Annual Meeting of the CCCC, 
NYC.  
• June 2005.  Presentation title: “The Pedagogy Behind Peer Review: Bridging the 
Gap Between Theory and Practice.”  Faculty of the Future Conference, Bucks 
County Community College.   
• June 2002.  Presentation title: “She Will be Born”: Mutually Exclusive Female 
Labors in “An Unwritten Novel” and To the Lighthouse. Presented paper at the 
12th Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf.  Sonoma, California.   
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P R O F E S S I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  
 --Faculty Development Fellow Spring 2009 
 --Recipient of two Faculty Innovation Grants 
 --Reader of submissions to the Beacon Conference  
 --Reader of submissions to the Lehigh Valley Association of Independent 
 Colleges (LVAIC) Women’s Studies Conference 
  
 
C O L L E G E  S E R V I C E  
 --Member of Developmental Task Force 
 --Honors Program: 
  Honors Program Coordinator 
  Curriculum Development 
  Honors Club Adviser 
  Honors Club Advisory Panel 
 --Member of English Dept. Search Committee 
 --Served on the President’s Panel during New Faculty Orientation   
 --Member of the Faculty Innovation Grant selection committee 
 --Participant in Liberal Arts Program audit  
 --Faculty Senate Officer and Member  
 --NEA Big Read Panelist 
 
 
